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Prologue: Into the fires of hell
 
    
 
   Explosions rocked the trench walls, the soldiers ducking below the emplacement sides as they thrust their faces into the freezing dirt. Blasts of laser fire swept above the Trevakian dug cover, the lights flashing across the soldiers armour as they cowered against each other, their face drawn and eyes wide with shock as the heavy bombardment continued.  
 
   Jozefina Kapralova winced as the debris fell onto the reserve soldiers, their uniforms covered in dust and dirt as the ground shook violently. Several of the troops around her were screaming, their previous experience in the reserve units of their home countries ill preparing them for the ferocity of the Morgon artillery barrage. 
 
   Smoke and billowing dust swept across the prone figures as several raised their hands over their helmets in futile protective cover. With each deafening explosion their bodies jerked instinctively, the shock and sound waves enveloping the cowering figures as they wept or shook uncontrollably in terror. The Trevakian marines assigned to protect the group shouted hoarsely through the barrage, their voices mostly drowned out by the blasts, urging the inexperienced soldiers to ‘Keep Down,’ ‘Open their mouths and cover their ears,’ or ‘To stay still and as low as possible.’
 
   Positioned over thirty kilometres east of the capital of Zaxon B, Morasat, the reserve troops of the Heathrow battalion, supplemented with other reserves and their escorting Trevakians had moved up over the last two and a half hours, the intense battle raging to the north and south as they initially marched confidently. The soldiers and their Trevakian allies believing this would be a relatively quiet area of the front, the land before the defences considered to be almost impossible to attack across. The high ground the trenches were dug into overlooked a wide flat expanse of desolate and uninhabitable terrain, high powered winds sweeping across the snow covered brush land, the four lines of trenches dug into the top of a low cliff line. 
 
   The soldiers had marched up, their boots crunching in the snow and staring in confident awe as they witnessed the static guns positioned along the line, the rumbling sounds of heavy battle sweeping across from their right and left. Thick smoke plumes rose up into the sky all across the horizon to the south, east and west, the heavy aroma of burning and explosive material filling their nostrils. They had pointed in awe at the impressive array of weaponry including laser cannons, artillery pieces and pre-fabricated pillboxes and bunkers, the automated emplacements slowly submerging themselves in the rocky terrain as their hulks gradually twisted round, burrowing into the ground.
 
   Several heavily defended small towns and villages lay in the distance to the east, the forward units of the Trevakian marines and armoured reconnaissance units holding the enemy soldiers in a deadly stalemate. Accompanying the forward units, small squadrons of the British Special Air Service and Royal Marines were gaining valuable initial combat experience with a new enemy…one that took no prisoners…unaware that the Morgons had now broken through to the south and north east and were sweeping across their flanks…heading straight for the inexperienced reserve infantry of the Heathrow battalion. The Morgons knew that if they took the high ground…the Trevakian forces in the terrain before it were isolated and finished…that the prized bloodied skulls of their enemies would soon be in their possession.
 
    
 
   Jo Kapralova frantically grasped the shoulder armour of the blond haired soldier next to her as he tried to rise in panic, his face contorted in terror, her voice screaming in his ears, ‘Stay down Rees!’
 
   She thrust the younger man against the trench floor, pushing her body on top of his as he squirmed to break free, his slim body shaking uncontrollably in fright. A Trevakian marine next to her grabbed the young soldier’s arms, preventing him from attempting to rise again, the young man screaming in frustration as a shell burst overhead. Dirt and rocks cascaded over their backs as the whistling of artillery continued, the walker mounted lasers sweeping across the high ground as the Morgons began to near the low cliffs, their eyes glowing red as the sensed the defender’s fear. Their confidence rising with the lack of defensive fire.
 
   Black and camouflaged Morgon armoured infantry ran alongside their walkers, the forward breakthrough units relishing the potential battle ahead, their alloy body protection splattered with the blood of Trevakian soldiers from the previous defensive line. Behind them, more Morgon armoured soldiers surged forward, their supply units brutalising and removing bloodied heads and skulls from the gored dead defenders.
 
   Glancing round frantically, Jozefina grimaced as two combat uniformed figures approached, their bodies bent low and visors dark black under the emplacement walls as dust and smoke swept across the line. One of the approaching soldiers turned to shout at the man behind, Jo Kapralova’s eyes widening as she saw the small dirt covered American flag emblazoned on his shoulder armour. The figure turned back, lowering further as he approached, flames whipping across the top of the trench walls as an incendiary shell exploded.
 
   He nodded to her in greeting, his stubble covered face grim as he shouted hoarsely, ‘Are you in command?’
 
   Jozefina nodded wide eyed, ‘American?’
 
   The soldier grinned, glancing down at the struggling soldier beneath her, his dust coated throat causing a strained shout, ‘Yes! What unit are you?’
 
   She gritted her teeth, ‘Heathrow volunteers! You?’
 
   The trooper’s eyes widened in shock, ‘Volunteers? What the hell do ya mean?’ He ducked instinctively as an explosive roar swept across them, the cracking of igniting ammunition shaking the trench walls.
 
   Her eyes narrowed, ‘We volunteered…we are security staff…’ The explosions drowning her out as they ducked again, more smoke sweeping through the trench system, ‘…We were meant to be in reserve units…security…’
 
   The soldier shook his head in frustration, ‘Did you tell anyone? You are wearing frontline combat uniforms for heaven’s sake…what experience do you have?’’
 
   Jozefina shrugged, the laser blasts flying above the emplacement, the lights reflecting off their visors, ‘…We are all reservists…’
 
   The man slumped in the trench in despondency, shaking his head, ‘What the hell! This is a combat zone…front line now…you guys have no experience?’
 
   Jozefina shook her head despondently, tears forming in her eyes, ‘We did not think…’
 
   Screams echoed across the walls, the shrapnel from an explosion zipping further long the trench, several soldiers writhing in agony as they were hit, the escorting Trevakian marines desperately shouting for medics. The American gritted his teeth and turned to stare at her in grim exasperation, spitting dust from his mouth, ‘I am Captain Mason, US military observer from the Embassy Staff in London...I am now assuming command.’ He ducked again as a shell burst overhead, his lips pursing in determination, ‘This is not a game…you don’t become a soldier by just wearing a uniform and carrying a weapon! How the hell are the Trevakians to know you are reservists if you are dressed in full uniform…they are fighting for their survival…they have not got time to ask! Lives may be lost because of this lunacy…’ He bit his lip in frustration, turning desperately to the Trevakian trooper escorting him behind, ‘This is now my unit…what reserves have you got nearby? These soldiers are totally unsuitable for front line duty…they are civilian volunteers…we need to reinforce!’
 
   The escort’s eyes widened in horror, more dust falling onto them, ‘No one said…we thought you humans provided experienced soldiers to help…they are in combat uniform…why…how are they volunteers?’
 
   Captain Mason grasped his shoulder forcefully, shouting into the man’s face, ‘We can apologise later…now we need more troops to hold this line…what can you get me?’
 
   The soldier thought for a second, ducking again as the roar above intensified, ‘There are some more of your men to the rear…different faces, white flag, red and blue circle and strange lines in the corners?’
 
   The captain smiled grimly at the soldier’s innocence, ‘South Korean special forces! Bring them all up fast…get the rest of my men…’ He glanced grimly at Jozefina, ‘…All fifteen of them!’ 
 
   Explosions rocked the walls again, a shout from further behind, ‘Nano and acid shells incoming!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Story So Far……
 
    
 
   After the Trevakian Empire’s final realisation that the war with the Morgons was deteriorating rapidly and their position weakening, the decision was reluctantly made to make contact with earth. Admiral Karladen, a decorated commander, was selected and despatched for this task in the only vessel available that could be spared from the fighting, his grim mission to not only reveal there was life in the galaxies beyond earth’s, but to invite and involve the human race into a battle for survival.
 
   Unfortunately, the Trevakian Battle Cruiser was followed through space, the pursuing Morgon enemy arriving shortly afterwards and commencing their attack, hell-bent on ensuring the destruction of the diplomatic mission. Admiral Karladen was horrified to realise that earth’s forces were simply no match for the Morgon weaponry, with pilots from numerous countries simply shot from the skies as they attempted to engage a new vicious enemy. 
 
   On Zaxon B, far across the next galaxy, the vicious ground fighting intensified, the isolated Trevakians not only outnumbered, but struggling with radio and communication jamming and a seeming endless stream of armoured Morgon reinforcements. Due to overwhelming enemy forces and ingenuity, the Trevakians and few human reinforcements were pushed back from defensive positions at Contax Base and are now in full retreat. Before the planet capital, the main thrust of Morgon armour and infantry are smashing against the Trevakian front lines, the improvised human additions unable to stem the tide of an adversary determined to eliminate the presence of their arch enemy from the planet completely.
 
   David Bland, a Duty Manager on the morning of first contact attempted a desperate effort to locate and retrieve his lost and isolated staff once he discovered to his horror they were on the planet’s surface. Assisted by a marine uniform initially provided innocently for familiarisation, he commandeered a Trevakian transport craft, unwittingly able to provide valuable ground support to allow his fleeing staff to escape Morgon clutches and sure death. Chased by enemy fighters, the small craft was crippled deliberately and is flying virtually out of control through the borders and into the next galaxy, the Pastarian System.
 
   The arrival of a small number of Trevakian ships in orbit around earth signalled a change in fortunes for human forces, the new fighter presence attacking and proving superior to the Morgon air attack. Upon final destruction of the main Morgon vessel, earth’s peace is restored…for the time being at least…
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Planet Profile:
 
   Zaxon B has been occupied by the Trevakian Empire for a number of years, initially chosen as an outpost at the commencement of hostilities with the Morgons. Discovering valuable mineral assets and quickly moving mining personnel and equipment to the surface with the support of the local inhabitants, it was then decided to move military units to occupy the planet once suspicion was raised that the Silakian order in a small town was collaborating directly with the enemy. Perhaps there were more collaborators…
 
   The planet itself is relatively barren, jagged rock formation and sweeping winds covering the surface, a low bitter temperature the norm, with limited seasons. The few water and forest formations are heavily polluted, the low oxygen levels in the grim atmosphere inducing life to struggle for survival. Vast mountain ranges and uninhabited gorges cover over sixty percent of the planet, the remaining surface sparsely populated and consisting of only one major city supplemented with numerous small villages and hamlets. The main capital, Morasat, growing considerably with Trevakian investment and deployment. 
 
   As the war escalated and began to swing in the Morgon’s favour, the garrisoned soldiers on the inhospitable planet formed militia battalions amongst the miners and new civilian inhabitants. The Trevakian planetary commander realising they were unlikely to receive any considerable support from military forces stretched across two galaxies. Defensive positions were chosen and excavated, the troops fully aware of the danger they faced in such a remote location at the far end of this galaxy.
 
   The deployment of a space station above the atmosphere bolstered morale, the enormous structure, Alexion One, well-armed and complimented with several companies of elite infantry, refitting from the attrition of the battles further across space. With the instructions of the Trevakian High Counsel, the transporter on the space station was put into service to transfer the injured and shattered units to a relatively quiet part of the war, allowing them to recover and train new recruits. With its advanced covert operational equipment, it was also destined to be a listening and message interception station, given valuable time to break through codes and scrambled military communications intercepted from the enemy.
 
   Intelligence personnel accompanied the new equipment and station, establishing offices and operations on the surface to accompany the new recruits, refitting soldiers and units. 
 
   More and more abandoned mining facilities and mineral veins were gradually uncovered, the Trevakians beginning to realise that they may have stumbled upon suspicious activities…or signs of a forgotten civilisation. The need for supplies across the empire pushing reservations and curiosity to one side as the structures were reopened to serve an economy struggling to transform to a more military footing. 
 
   As alarms began to sound in the space station, the realisation that Morgon attention had moved to their small outpost on the flanks became apparent. Several warning signals were sent, then jamming commenced…the space station and inhabitants on the planet receiving no further word from the main empire other than a communication promising potential reinforcements…from a newly discovered ally.
 
   As Morgon dropships flew to the surface in heavy numbers, their troops dispersing across the barren surface, enemy fighters probed the space station’s defences, proving no match for the highly armed and experienced crew. 
 
   The eventual arrival of Morgon Decimator Warships into the orbit moved the battle dramatically forward…the situation deteriorating considerably. The time for heroes is now… 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Character Overview: Zaxon B
 
    
 
   Admiral Shadian
 
   Commander of the space station above Zaxon B, Alexion One, the admiral has served with his crew of approximately two thousand for over six years covertly monitoring Morgon communications and movement as the vast ship was deployed in orbit above the barren planet below. With the unannounced arrival of two Morgon Decimator Warships at the far side of the planet, he is now deeply concerned for the future safety of not only his crew and vessel but also the future ownership of the planet.
 
   In his mid-forties, he is now struggling to engage several of the enemy at once including preserve his precious fighter strength against the Morgon pilots below.
 
    
 
   Jozefina Kapralova
 
   An operational manager at Heathrow, Josefina had realised at an early stage of the air battle over England that the commercial aviation aspect of Heathrow’s business would be detrimentally, if not severely affected. Popular with security officers, she had received several texts and phone calls from perhaps naïve staff eager to join up, all of whom had been military reservists in the many nationalities that form some of the workforce at the airport. Finally convincing the Terminal Manager and then Chief Executive, the initially mistakenly formed Heathrow Battalion now has official status as designated reserve troops for the Trevakians.
 
    
 
   Riaz
 
   An Asian security officer at Heathrow, by chance, Riaz was one of the first staff members aboard the alien craft. Being initially chosen to model the Trevakian marine uniform to demonstrate to the new allies, he was involved in assisting the first wounded through the transporter portal, becoming stranded on the space station above Zaxon B. Mistakenly seen as a front line soldier because of his uniform, he was ordered by military command onto one of the transports to the planet’s surface, the craft chased by Morgon fighters to a remote outpost, Contax Base. Adapting to the surroundings, Riaz now has considerable experience with the Trevakian assault rifle issued to him.
 
    
 
   Shino
 
   Philippine by birth, Shino also shares the same fate as Riaz, having ended a frantic first space flight to Contax Base. Speaking some Russian and a keen computer games player with the nickname Pheonix, Shino has learnt early that the enemy is both ruthless and terrifying. Short in stature, but tall by nature, she is a determined and self-motivated individual, so named fondly by her father after his obsession with Japanese anime comics before her birth.
 
    
 
   Sam
 
   A black male security officer at Heathrow, Sam was designated to hold a sniper rifle by the Trevakian marines around him upon weapon selection. Having studied in his part-time for a degree, Sam has spent some considerable time considering and learning the weapon issued to him, horrified the rifle was without the common safety features of standard issue Trevakian weapons. He was positioned in one of the two small towers in the outpost, unfortunately the structure receiving a direct hit on the final Morgon advance as the defenders broke and fled.
 
    
 
   Debra Hardie
 
   An operational supervisor at the airport, Debra had accompanied Riaz, Shino and Sam onto the Trevakian vessel after it landed. Being chosen like the others to model the off-world armour and combat uniforms, she was also mistaken as a front line soldier and sent to the planet’s surface. With a natural mothering influence and feeling responsible for the three security officers in her charge, Debra is keen to protect them and reach safety.
 
    
 
   Tregan
 
    A private in the second Trevakian Marine Brigade, Tregan and his close colleague and friend, Mrin, were assigned to protect the four human earth civilians from Heathrow until their consistent stories of innocent incorrect selection could be established. His countryman brutally slaughtered in action whilst protecting them, Tregan now holds the safety of the humans as a high priority, feeling he owes this to his now deceased best friend.
 
    
 
   Captain Dugachard
 
   The Trevakian commander on the drop ship, Captain Dugachard was stranded with the humans, rapidly realising she was the senior commander at a disorganised outpost of Trevakian and allied volunteers. Coordinating the retrieval of personnel, she became disillusioned with the casualties and deteriorating military situation, eventually complicit in ordering a full retreat when the realisation that the defenders would be overwhelmed and slaughtered became apparent. She remains the commander of the survivors.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Character Overview: Earth
 
    
 
   Admiral Karladen
 
   Transported in a Trevakian Skorpion Class Battle Cruiser, Admiral Karladen was the chosen commander to make first contact with earth. His highly decorated career providing the perfect backdrop to open negotiations with an innocent world…a planet that would soon be drawing the attention of the destructive Morgon enemy. Unbeknown to him, the Morgons had followed the Trevakians through space, arriving in orbit above human earth shortly after initial communication was made. Upon first contact, the Admiral elected to remain on the ground with his media officer to negotiate with the humans. He is now in the Churchill bunkers with the British Prime Minister and in communication with other world leaders.
 
    
 
   Vice Admiral Chergui
 
   A Trevakian Battleship commander with the Seventh Fleet, his ship and escorts were diverted on their way to relieve Zaxon B to attend a distress beacon placed on earth at Admiral Karladen’s order. Uncloaking and successfully engaging the Morgon vessel in orbit above the planet, Chergui has now been instructed to provide whatever defence he can against any hostile action, with earth’s fighter forces now weakened considerably.
 
    
 
   Dryden
 
   Aboard the Trevakian Skorpion Class Battle Cruiser when it landed on earth, Dryden was placed in charge of showing the first few earth visitors around the vessel for public relation reasons. Innocently causing the misunderstandings with uniforms, he is still aboard the ship currently cloaked in Osterley Park in West London. The Trevakian is currently assisting with the many severely wounded that have ventured for safety through the transporter connected to the space station above Zaxon B, stranded on earth due to military action.
 
    
 
   Sky Commander (First Officer) Petaski
 
   Placed in charge of the Trevakian Skorpion Class Battle Cruiser after the departure of Admiral Karladen to negotiate with the UK Government and world leaders, the young officer has played host to a senior airport manager, army major and the Heathrow Duty Police Chief Inspector. Moving the vessel to Osterley Park for safety, Petaski has remained in contact with Admiral Karladen covertly and without human knowledge, attempting to maintain a public relations front with the accompanying managers.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Character Overview: Pastarian System
 
    
 
    
 
   Duty Manager David Bland
 
   The Duty Manager in charge of Terminal 3 on the day of the Trevakian landing, David Bland is a manager that cares for his staff and was appalled when he learnt that three security officers and supervisor had mistakenly been sent to the planet’s surface. Attempting to retrieve these staff members safely against instructions, the drop ship he commandeered was chased by Morgon fighters, becoming deliberately crippled by the enemy and causing it continue to fly into deep space. David and the pilot have now passed into the next galaxy, the Pastarian System and in the confusion of war will likely be pronounced MIA.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Introduction: Sam’s fate
 
    
 
   The black security officer had stared out over the jagged terrain before the village from his vantage point on the balcony of the tower, witnessing black and camouflaged armoured Morgon infantry pouring across the dust and snow between the rocks. Seeing the three walkers emerge in the distance through his sniper scope, he shook his head in frustration, rising and running at lowered half crouch towards the door from the platform.
 
   Ducking through the opening, he began to descend the stairs two at a time, keen to reach Captain Dugachard and warn her of the approaching overwhelming numbers of enemy soldiers. Hearing the muffled firing outside, he glanced up, the open doorway above casting dull light across the darkened stairwell as he descended further. Then the building shook violently, the explosion above throwing debris and dust downwards as he tensed. The loud rumble engulfed him, the structure shaking almost without control as he lost his footing, slipping from the staircase as his arms flayed through the air, attempting to grasp some form of support. 
 
   The dust and darkness enveloped him as his body swept downwards, the building above collapsing inwards and cascading down towards him. His mouth opened to scream, the wind knocked out of him as his back crashed against the wooden floor below, his body twisting as the floorboards gave way beneath, his frame smashing through into a small dark basement. 
 
   Crashing onto supply sacks, he felt the crack across his legs, the bones snapping as he twisted. His body rolling from the obstacles as his pelvis fractured, the excruciating pain sweeping through his body as dust and rubble poured through the opening above, his face and chest smashing against the side wall as darkness overcame his vision, his mind blacking out. 
 
    
 
   Slowly, his eyes flickered open, dust and debris covering his face as he struggled to comprehend where he was through the darkness. He sucked air desperately as the intense pain swept over him, his back and pelvis fractured, both legs and an arm broken, his uniform increasing the anaesthetic capability through his pores. Then he froze, his alertness intensifying frantically, eyes darting back and forth rapidly as the aroma of acrid and burning filled his nostrils. 
 
   His chest started heaving painfully, the pungent smell becoming stronger as tentacles of smoke drifted through the debris around him. Coughing to clear his throat of dust, he moaned loudly, tasting blood in his mouth as he wretched. His eyes widened in horror as the debris above ground together, the rubble shifting as he swallowed hard to quell his coughing. Distant gunfire echoed around the small space he was trapped in, the darkness seeming to close in around him as his chest ached painfully, his legs twisted unnaturally and covered in heavy masonry. 
 
   Coughing further, his chest wheezed as additional dust fell into the enclosed space, the collapsed building above shuddering again as muffled gunfire erupted around the piled debris. His eyes darted around the pitch black again, intense fear rising within his chest as the masonry above shifted noisily again. He breathed heavily, swallowing hard as his eyes tensed, tears forming as the visor flickered then died, the helmet attempting to reactivate after the damage sustained. 
 
   Colour swept across his vision, the cracked visor electronics surging with power. He blinked heavily, his pupils contracting as he glanced around in the confined space. Gasping as he saw a dust encrusted outstretched arm lying about a foot away, the remainder of the body covered in masonry, the Trevakian marine dead, though the corpse still containing some heat as the infra-red glow on the visor indicated. 
 
   More smoke filtered through the cracks in the shattered debris, wisps spreading and hanging across the small space. He realised he had been prevented from being crushed by the heavy duty cabinet that his body half lay in, the angle the metal and wooden locker had fallen at preventing his immediate demise. 
 
   Flames flickered through the cracks in the fallen masonry, the smoke around him seeming to increase slightly as he tried in vain to move his broken body, the injuries and fallen debris pinning his body in position. He gasped in agony, shaking his head in disbelief as he clenched his teeth, sucking air through his mouth as his mind surged with adrenalin, his lips opening in half dread, ‘Help! Please help!’
 
   He shuddered as he heard muffled movement above, his heart pounding as he cried out again, tears running down his dust encrusted face, ‘Can you hear me? Help Please!’
 
   More muffled movement, dust cascading from above as his head dropped back in despair, the thick debris being swept aside in seemingly desperate attempts to reach him. He jerked in nervousness as rocks and masonry moved around him, creaking and grinding together as the weight shifted, more debris removed from above. 
 
   Small stones fell from above, his combat suit inflating slightly to cushion his body. He closed his eyes in fear, visions of his mother filling his startled thoughts as more stones and dirt bounced off his crippled limbs and damaged uniform, the lights on his visor going out again.
 
   Light flashed across his face, the stones above removed as he cautiously opened his eyes, several snowflakes fluttering into the dark hole as he held his breath. Staring upwards, he could just make out the grey clouds sweep overhead through the small gap as more and more stones and debris were removed, the opening widening slightly.
 
   He breathed heavily, his dust and dirt covered body twitching as more debris fell from above, his eyes half closed in protection as he tried to lift his one unbroken arm. His voice trembling, Sam coughed again, ‘Thank god you heard me…thank you!’
 
   Dust fell all around him, a brief smile flicking across his face before he winced, the pain surging through his back again. Then he stared upwards, his eyes widening in terror as the clouds were obscured, two silhouetted helmeted heads looking down onto him as a bright light flashed across his encrusted features. 
 
   The eyes looking down glowed red, one silhouette’s forked tongue slipping across scaled lips as clicking and a low shriek came from the commander behind, his armoured helmet briefly glancing down before instructing his troops what to do with the human casualty below.
 
   Sam’s shoulders shuddered as he cried openly in fear and defeat, the debris and stones above being feverishly swept aside and removed as more dust swept downwards, the red helmeted eyes glowing as they dug with increased vigour and determination. 
 
   Eventually lifted gently from his basement tomb, he sobbed uncontrollably, his chest heaving painfully as the armoured soldiers held his broken and bloody aloft as a prize. Screaming in agony as the strong armoured figure tossed his broken body into the cold air in triumph several times, then holding him roughly and triumphantly before the others, their glowing helmet eyes shining in blood lust at his bedraggled figure.
 
   Numerous camouflaged and black armoured Morgons stood around the edge of the square, their tall bodies and eyes staring in hatred at a surviving enemy. Several bodies of Trevakian marines were scattered across the square, most decapitated, the blood splattered dust and walls around them indicating they had fought to their last breath. Fires burned around the destroyed village, the plumes of black smoke rising into the air as explosions and any remaining ammunition detonated in buildings on the outskirts.
 
   The squeal of armoured walkers approaching from the valley, the Morgons moving more of their heavy weaponry up towards the front line. The Silakian troops and other assaulting Morgon infantry units trudged past, their weapons held aloft as the firing in the distance intensified. Some glanced at the broken human body in disgust and hatred as muffled explosions swept up the slope from the direction of the airstrip.
 
   Sam bit his dusted lips as he saw the dead marine that had shared his hiding place jerked upwards from their underground hiding place, the black armoured soldier dragging the battered and bloodied dusty corpse in contempt like a rag doll across the street before stopping outside the building Captain Dugachard had previously used as a headquarters. 
 
   The Morgon dropped the body, lowering his black armoured frame next to the corpse and roughly lifting the limp body with a clenched fist. Sam’s eyes narrowed as the soldier twisted and snapped the neck of the dead marine, a large sharpened serrated blade drawn from the back of the Morgon as he decapitated his dead victim, lifting the blood soaked helmeted head in one hand as a grisly trophy, the soldiers surrounding him raising their weapons in salute and glory.
 
   Sam felt his body lowered, then dropped to the ground roughly as he shrieked in pain, the suits anaesthetic capability now exhausted. He stared upwards at the Morgon above, the armoured soldier looking down on his prey, seeming to study him. Sam’s chest heaving helplessly as he anticipated the soldier’s next move, his eyes staring into the dark helmet. Another head drew next to the first, the camouflaged helmet lined in gold stripes as two pairs of red eyes glowed, staring at their prey. 
 
   Then the Morgon unit commander lifted his assault rifle, twisting it in his armoured gloved hands and cracking it downwards. Sam vaguely felt the blow, his teeth shattered as the butt of the rifle broke his jaw, his mind swirling as excruciating pain overwhelmed his senses, his consciousness seeming to flicker before plunging into darkness.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter One: The Eastern Front Line
 
    
 
   The South Korean marines of the Blue Dragon Division ran through the trenches, their heads lowered and bodies crouched as dust and debris flew over them, the blast waves rocking the trench walls. Passing Trevakian Marines and shuddering terrified volunteers of the Heathrow volunteer battalion, their commander approached Captain Mason, offering a brief salute as he spat dust from his mouth. 
 
   Dropping to his knees, the South Korean nodded a grim greeting to Jozefina Kapralova, turning his black visored helmet to look at the American, offering a further courteous salute, ‘Lieutenant Kim reporting Sir, what’s the situation?’
 
   Captain Mason gritted his teeth, screams echoing from further down the line as acid shells erupted across the broken terrain, ‘The enemy is now below the ridge…’ He indicated around him, ‘This unit should be in reserve, so we need your troops to strengthen the position…what men have you available?’
 
   The short South Korean shook his head in annoyance, ‘Forty seven soldiers only in this sector…the rest are further north around the caves…they are clearing them out to use as a medical facility.’
 
   The American grinned ironically, slapping the Korean’s shoulder as they both ducked instinctively, a shell burst nearby, ‘Well, that will have to do…spread them along the line and let’s go to the command post…see what the Trevakian’s have to offer us.’ He turned and gestured to the next trench, shouting at Jozefina through the thundering blasts, ‘You have the confidence of your troops, come along…we need to see how we can hold here!’
 
   Jozefina glanced at the soldiers around her, indicating to the marine holding the struggling Rees below, ‘Keep him safe please!’ 
 
   The Trevakian marine looked up briefly, a grim smile crossing his lips as he grasped the shaking man’s shoulders, ‘Don’t worry…he will be safe…I may have to have a rather forceful chat with him after you have gone!’ He nodded, applying more force to the writhing body below, ‘…It will be best for both of us!’
 
   They ran half-crouched along the trenches, shell blasts rocking their bodies as they progressed. Around them, the screams of wounded and shell shocked drained resolve, their realisation that the soldiers were inexperienced and totally unprepared for what they faced undermining the commanders as they moved forward. The uniforms of the panic stricken soldiers reacted to atmospheric pressure, increasing padding for additional protection, chemicals to decrease anxiety slowly being excreted onto their skin follicles.
 
   Jozefina ran behind, her eyes moist with emotion as she witnessed the terrified staff of the Heathrow volunteer battalion shaking with fear at the numerous blasts, her friends and colleagues frantically pushing themselves further into the dirt.  Nausea rose into her throat, the realisation she had placed them in ultimate danger, her helmeted head shaking in despondency as she realised that deadly reality was far removed from adventure and idealism. That the naivety of their resolve and bravery had placed them in mortal danger.
 
   Dust and debris flew across the trenches, engulfing the defenders as they pressed their faces into the emplacement floors, gloved hands over their heads. Several sections of the defensive positions had polymer protective roofs, the sturdy sheets deploying automatically from their small portable self-embedded housings to offer limited protection to the soldiers below from shrapnel. 
 
   Flashes flickered around the terrain, the detonations throwing acid and shrapnel projectiles across the positions as they ran. Smoke billowed over them, the stench of burning matter and material filling their nostrils. Stepping over the wounded and screaming men and women, they reached a section of Trevakian marines, the highly trained soldiers all raising fists to their chests as they crouched beneath the trench walls, an officer realising their intent and pointing further down the line, ‘The command bunker is just ahead!’
 
   Captain Mason stopped next to the commander, the Trevakian’s grin puzzling him as the others stopped abruptly behind. The American shouted above the raging noise above, ‘What’s the situation…when will the enemy break over the ridge?’
 
   The Trevakian officer shrugged, ‘It may take more than that…’ He indicated further to the north as blasts echoed above, ‘The track leading up from below emerges further along…we have prepared a surprise for the Morgons when they advance. This was a designated fall-back position! The terrain will force them into a bottleneck…we have deployed laser turrets in front of the track as it emerges onto the high ground…’ He ducked as a nearby explosion covered them in dust, spitting, ‘The ravine walls are embedded with proximity mines…once the barrage ceases, we will draw them in and detonate…you will see…and hear it all from the command bunker.’
 
   Mason’s eyes widened in surprise, a grin spreading across his face, ‘So we are not firing back for a reason…to draw them forward?’
 
   The Trevakian smiled confidently in return, ‘The laser turrets are buried into the terrain, they only activate when the enemy approaches or if we signal them remotely…it is unlikely the bombardment will damage them too much.’ He waved to the west, ‘We have a reserve unit of self-propelled artillery behind us and that should open up once they break over the ridge…’ Debris poured down, the group ducking their heads as the officer screamed louder, ‘Once they are driven back or stopped, we will counterattack and hopefully break through to the cut-off defenders ahead.’
 
   Lieutenant Kim nodded, edging forward, the Trevakian’s helmet reflecting across his visor, ‘What else do you have? Most of the earth troops are probably not fit for offensive operations…I have some men, but only a limited number.’
 
   The officer grimaced, shaking his head in frustration, ‘I did not know…’ He turned, indicating for them to follow, ‘I will come to the bunker, explain the situation…we will need another Trevakian unit up here then to drive the counter attack.’
 
   He let the two commanders pass, nodding to Jozefina behind them, her lower face solemn as she forced a smile. The Trevakian patted her shoulder, following her forward as she shouted, ‘Your English is very good!’ The blast nearby unbalancing them, a billowing cloud of flame and acrid black smoke rising into the air and catching in their breaths.
 
   The officer grasped her arm roughly, steadying her as they stepped over outstretched legs of the soldiers below, ‘We all had to learn! We studied from your satellite transmissions…internet I think you call it. It was English or Chinese…your two most common languages?’
 
   Jozefina turned briefly, nodding as dust swept over them, the tears concealed beneath her protective visor, her voice broken, ‘I’m glad you chose English…’ Her breath suddenly caught, seeing the green splatters across the defensive positions, several shattered bodies lying in the half-collapsed bunkers and defensive emplacements on either side, her head shaking as she saw the half melted uniforms, the name on the shoulder armour indicating the nine bodies were originally perhaps airport staff.
 
   The green slime bubbled as it burnt through lifeless limbs, the smouldering broken bones extending through split and burnt skin slowly disintegrating and falling into the mush of gurgling liquid and blood. Body parts simply melting away as the acidic aroma steam drifted towards them. 
 
   The Trevakian officer pushed her forward forcefully, past the gruesome sights, ‘Many more will die today…you will eventually get used to it…’ Laser cannon swept above them, the whoosh of the intensely bright lights startling the figures…then the high pitched screech of remote rockets, their smoke trails soaring upwards before dropping vertically, falling beyond the ridge, a wall of flame rising in the distance as the numerous projectiles detonated.
 
    
 
   The narrow walkway turned west, progressing down a gradual incline as they moved away from the front line, equipment boxes and ammunition cases lining the trench walls as they slipped through. Several Trevakian marines moved in the opposite direction, their uniformed bodies moving sideways to pass, black visors staring blankly at the passing men and Jozefina.
 
   Two sentries stood at the entrance to the heavy polymer bunker, the emplacement mechanically buried deep into the scorched earth. Lieutenant Kim saluted, the two soldiers smacking their fists to right breastplates as the group progressed past into the gloom beyond. Further shell blasts erupted behind, peppering the roof of the bunker with shrapnel as they walked down a narrow light grey corridor, the gentle hum of machinery filtering through the emplacement.
 
   Captain Mason glanced at the two closed doors on either side, both marked with black lettering he could not read, the symbols seeming to be almost skeletal characters. Following Kim round to the right, the corridor bending as the neon lights flickered above, he realised the section to their left was circular, the mechanical hum coming from the other side of the smooth walls in the centre. 
 
   Jozefina and the Trevakian officer followed, her eyes darting to the left circular passageway as three marines emerged from a side room, each soldier carrying a large black assault rifle, the weapons sturdier and longer than their own. She hesitated, seeing the blue piping around their body armour, their chest plates bubbled with additional heavy polymer style armour on their arms and legs, sturdy metalled boots with shining front plates clanking against the floor. Indicating to them, she glanced inquisitively at the Trevakian next her as they moved to the side, her visor lightening slowly, ‘Who are they?’
 
   The officer nodded, his eyes widening in excitement, raising his fist formally to his chest plate in recognition as the soldiers moved past, one returning the gesture, his voice lowered but excited, ‘They are special combat troops of the Blue Leopard battalion…if they are here, then we will really see some action…that unit is used for heavy combat operations…something is planned!’ He touched her shoulder comfortingly, the two moving after the American and South Korean, his voice a whisper, ‘My name is Nao by the way…’ 
 
   The eastern European airport supervisor turned briefly, nodding a weak smile, ‘Jozefina…Heathrow Battalion.’
 
   Two more sentries stood ahead before closed silver doors, their uniforms the same as theirs, the inscription on their shoulder armour showing ‘2nd Infantry’ in bright white lettering. The soldiers nodded as Mason and Kim approached, their hands rising slowly to indicate for the men to stop, ‘Purpose?’
 
   The Trevakian officer stepped forward, his visor now clearing, showing dark grey eyes, his face deeply scarred across the upper right side, ‘We have come for a situation report…I have urgent information for the commander…’
 
   The sentry stood aside, nodding his approval for them to proceed, the doors sweeping aside as they sensed the soldier moving to the side. The visors tinted darker, the bright neon lights from the large room ahead causing pupils to contract as they stepped forward.
 
   The sparse room was circular, the armoured protective walls thick and virtually shell proof. Four Trevakian officers stood around a large rectangular table, the smooth glass surface projecting a holographic image of the defensive positions. To the right, sat behind a small communications desk, a blue uniformed operator nodded a greeting, his eyes dropping to the dark angled screen below as reports from across the line appeared from the numerous ground sensors.
 
   The four officers around the table turned to inspect the new arrivals, all dressed in combat uniforms, one with blue piping and bubbled shoulder armour. A Trevakian captain stepped towards them, the two pips on his shoulder armour and numerous coloured pips below indicating a highly decorated officer. 
 
   Lieutenant Kim and Captain Mason saluted, the Trevakian next to them and Jozefina raising their fists to their chests as the man smiled warmly, returning the gesture as the others nodded. His features angled and scarred below his helmet, his eyes sparkled in the light, ‘Ah good…our earth allies…’ He half turned, indicating to the oldest of the other three officers, ‘Welcome to the command centre for this section of the front. This is Major Hecklan, commander of this sector…’ The commander nodded, beckoning them forward and pointing to the table before them, the captain continuing as he nodded to the female Trevakian opposite, ‘Captain Mekeert…’ He smiled, indicating to the officer with blue piping, ‘Lieutenant Malikkas of the Blue Leopards special operations unit and I am Communications Captain Tarkai from fleet ground liaison.’
 
   The Trevakian officer next to Jozefina nudged her, his voice a whisper as he pointed to the Blue Leopard officer, ‘He is Herrakian…from the far side of the next galaxy…brown skin and white hair, they are very vicious troops…they know no fear.’ The Heathrow battalion officer nodded, her eyes widening as she stared at the man’s unique yet appealing features.
 
   Captain Mason stared down at the table, ‘Pleased to meet you all…’ The American nodded approvingly at the defences laid out before them, then his eyes darkened, ‘The unit in this sector are volunteers…my apologies, a mistake seems to have been made, they may be too weak to hold the line, let alone function in any offensive capability.’
 
   Major Hecklan shook his head, his helmet adorned with three white lines at the back, ‘That is regrettable, but not fatal if they hold.’ He looked up at the female Trevakian, ‘Captain Mekeert, what reserves have we assembled behind the combat zone?’
 
   The female officer nodded, sweeping her hand across the map, the holographic image moving to display the rear areas, numerous figures and armoured vehicles stood amongst jagged rocks and bunkers, ‘The 2nd Infantry and my own 16th Motorised Division have just moved up in reserve once we discovered the Morgon breakthrough. They are some distance to the rear but can offer fire support and move up on your command, Sir.’
 
   Major Hecklan nodded, examining the armoured vehicles, ‘Hover Tanks and armoured cars…good…’ He glanced up at the Lieutenant with blue piping, ‘…and you Malikkas?’
 
   The officer’s darkened skin was tinged and swept with lighter shades across his cheeks and lower chin, his bright eyes flashing red in the light, his voice seeming strained with a heavy accent as he smiled confidently at Jozefina, ‘Sorry my English may not be as good…the Herraka Blue Leopards can drive the counterattack, we have heavy weapon infantry and low level air support…’ He flicked the map with two fingers back to the front line, nodding, ‘The Morgons will have moved up quickly, their blood eagerness pushing them beyond their heavy ground based anti-air cover…’ He looked up, his eyes sparkling with adrenalin, ‘They will only have hand held rockets against our own air specialists…once we have thinned their numbers, my troops will drive them back with support from the 2nd and 16th on the flanks. The reserve unit can follow on behind us and mop up the survivors and any wounded, it will be good experience for them.’
 
   Communications Captain Tarkai awaited for the Blue Leopard officer to finish before speaking, his hands placed on his hips, ‘Fleet have some interesting equipment to add to the counterattack…I will arrange its deployment to the north and south of the specialist unit.’ He grimaced at the map before them, ‘There will be no other units to add to this sector for some time I think, so we had better limit casualties.’ He panned the map across, ‘Some earth soldiers and Trevakians are clearing the tunnels to the north, and we have two units holding the front defensive line…one or two companies will have been destroyed in the Morgon breakthrough…’ Pointing his fingers at the villages to the east as the map zoomed in on the holograms, ‘We need these troops back, and safely…there are some earth units amongst them…as well as the civilians that lived in the hamlets…it is our responsibility to protect them.’
 
   Major Hecklan smiled grimly, ‘Let’s hope our defences hold up then…before we launch the counterattack…’ He nodded to Jozefina, ‘It seems the reserve battalion…your Heathrow volunteers are about to come face to face with our enemy…we do not have enough soldiers in this sector to remove them from the line…let us just hope some of them survive to tell the tale…’ He indicated to Captain Mason, ‘Move the Americans to the north, I need some soldiers in the tunnels to release our own troops.’
 
   The American shrugged, ‘But Sir…the volunteers here have little to no experience…I should command them…’
 
   The Major raised his hand, ‘There are too few Americans to make a difference…we do not want to endanger your specialists…the tunnels need to be secured and quickly. Once we have driven the counterattack forward, I will release the reserves back to you…’ His eyes softened as he saw Mason’s frustration, ‘Don’t worry captain, they will only be used in the rear areas as per your wishes…perhaps this Lieutenant Kim can command them in the interim until they are returned to you.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two: Flight from Contax Base
 
    
 
   Shino stumbled on the stoned and snow covered track, her exhausted body dropping forwards as her knees skidded along the dirt. Gasping, she attempted to force herself upwards, Riaz grasping her right arm roughly and propelling them forward as she struggled to rise. She desperately sucked air in, coughing through the dust and smoke as her senses began to panic, vaguely aware of the abandoned airstrip to her right, the snowflakes beginning to drift and swirl to earth around them.
 
   Screaming from behind broke through her stinging half-blinded sight, the tears and dirt smeared across her face as she forced herself upwards. Riaz winced as his muscles tensed, the agony shooting through his limbs as he gritted his teeth, a whine of pain slipping from his lips in desperation, ‘Come on Shino…we need to keep moving!’
 
   Debra Hardie grasped Shino’s other arm, wrenching the small Philippine upwards, her voice feverishly raised as the blasts of warm air hit them from further back up the slope, explosions rocking the terrain as they were showered in dirt, ‘Get up…you are not on an effing break now!’
 
    
 
   More screams, the shouts of the wounded, panicked fleeing miners and soldiers next to them loud in their ears as running bodies swept past. Crashes behind as buildings collapsed in the mining village, the Morgon troops and grenadiers firing rockets into any structures that offered resistance, the remaining desperate Trevakian marines buying time for their escaping countrymen, time paid for with their lives. 
 
   At the brow of the track, Captain Dugachard was shouting desperately at her remaining marines, the soldiers ducking behind any available cover to fire at the pursuing enemy. Smoke and dust billowed around them, their muzzle flashes lighting the terrain as clouds of acrid smoke rose and spiralled from the burning buildings ahead. Standing just below the rise, she fired blindly back at the village, her visor pulsing deep red as engines roared to the right, the remaining damaged hover tank and armoured car attempting to retreat towards the fire. Morgon infantry mounted the armoured hulls, wedging armoured piercing grenades into any gap they could find as the blinded crews inside fired desperately out into the swirling smoke.
 
   The captain swore under her breath as a plume of fire erupted through the smoke, the turret of the heavy tank blown from its ring as red hot shrapnel tore through the crew, killing them instantly as their screams were cut short, the hull sinking downwards as the motor died. The armoured car, blocked in the narrow dust filled street by the burning tank surged forward, flames pouring from its sides as the driver crashed into the advancing Morgons, screams of hatred filling his ears as the scared enemy swarmed over the sides. The top gunner was overwhelmed, his helmeted head torn from his body as the decapitated corpse slumped back into the vehicle, the quad gun spinning in automatic mode as it blasted from side to side, the cracking of armoured plate as enemy soldiers fell from the sides.
 
   The engine belched, the motor dying as a rocket smashed against the cowling, thick smoke pouring through the driver’s compartment as the two remaining Trevakians scrambled from their seats, the vehicle lurching sideways. Bullets clattered against the hull as they heaved their bodies into the rear section, the blood from the gunner’s body seeping through the sealed upper position and dripping onto the steel grooved floor. 
 
   The male crewman turned to his female driver, his visor cracked, voice desperate as he listened to the metal armour clambering onto the hull outside, ‘I think this is it!’ He smiled weakly at his long term companion, their relationship blossoming from their initial recruitment three years earlier. 
 
   She smiled, lifting the helmet from her face, her short brown hair ruffled and matted from sweat and the close confines. She pulled him to her, feeling his muscles tremble as they kissed deeply, the shrieks outside intensifying, the Morgon’s sensing victory was theirs. She pushed him back, looking into his brown eyes as she smiled, her eyes filling with emotion as the quad gun above fell silent, ‘Shall we go together?’
 
   He looked away, grimacing as she rubbed his arms fondly, grinning at his tensed frustration as the Trevakian she loved nodded silently, lifting a pulse grenade from his tunic. He looked back into her eyes, his hand flicking the top cap of the grenade and clicking the timed detonator. Leaning forward, he kissed her gently and tenderly, the five second timer detonating, their entwined bodies imploding inside the hull.
 
    
 
   Captain Dugachard grimaced as more explosions emanated through the smoke, shouting at the soldiers around her to keep firing. A couple pushed themselves upwards, turning to run in panic, a clearing in the smoke sweeping across her vision causing her eyes to widen. At the outskirts of the village over one hundred metres away, the Morgon walkers stepped forward, the smooth armoured plate now smeared with dirt and blood as she instinctively turned, shouting in despair, ‘Retreat!’ There were no survivors between the two arch enemies, just lifeless bodies contorted in death.
 
   The twenty plus marines scrambled from their cover, sprinting back down the track as she waved them on, glancing back one final time and seeing the Morgon commander staring at her, his arm rising to point forward as over one hundred of his grenadiers emerged from the side streets. Heart pounding, she spun round, her desperate shout caught as dust swirled around them, ‘Run!’
 
    
 
   Riaz’s breath was coming in short gasps, the combat uniforms anaesthetic capability exceeded by his intense pain as he struggled to half drag Shino. Gasping, they reached the foot of the airstrip, his knees buckling as miners and marines ran past. Shino collapsed next to him, her chest heaving in the poor oxygen as Debra stumbled in the snow, her voice a scream in desperation, ‘We need to keep going!’
 
   The Asian security officer struggled to the nearby cold rocks, the pain in his injured chest and shoulders almost overwhelming as he dragged Shino to him. Debra dropped to her knees next to him, tears filling her eyes as she raised her assault rifle, Riaz propping his weapon against the rocks with one hand as he coughed violently, his senses reeling.
 
   Shino scrambled upwards to a crouch, biting her dried and dust covered lips as she stared back up the track. Debra Hardie glanced down, ‘You ok, Shino? We need to move…’ Her voice trailed off as the young Philippine slowly looked grimly at her, dust and dirt covering her face, her jaw tensing as she raised her assault rifle, a hand rising slowly to point.
 
   Debra’s gaze followed her outstretched arm, seeing the few remaining Trevakian marines fleeing towards them, their bodies lowered in fear.  Snowflakes billowed across the airstrip, the dark grey clouds gathering overhead as the running soldiers zig-zagged, their combat uniforms responding to their heightened body symptoms with adrenalin. 
 
   Shrieks of hatred echoed across the terrain, Debra straining her eyes as she heard the metal legs of the mechanical walkers, the smooth sloped steel emerging over the brow of the slope in the distance as camouflaged Morgon grenadiers ran to the rock edges. As the upper hull of the walker emerged, glows forming on the front guns, the airport supervisor’ visor flashing and glowing red in warning alarm as she stared at the running marines coming towards their position.
 
   The armoured helmets of the Morgon gunners moved from side to side, tongues slipping across scaled lips in anticipation as they viewed the fleeing enemy soldiers below on the track. The gun muzzles glowed red hot, automatic targeting choosing the first victims as the barrels began to spin, sparks shooting across the length of the guns. 
 
   Debra gasped as the intense light shot outwards, the first two running marines simply disintegrating as the high powered energy swept through their bodies. Several of the runners glanced back in terror, their pace increasing in desperation as the upper hull of the walker shunted round, the guns belching again as a further two bodies shattered and collapsed downwards, dark blood spurting to the sides and across the rocks.
 
   Riaz screamed in hatred, bullets flying from his assault rifle as he fired in bursts beyond the frantic Trevakians. Shino dropped to her knees, raising her weapon, the rifle juddering as she squeezed the trigger, bullets splattering across the rocks at the top of the track as the Morgon grenadiers ducked back into cover. Debra Hardie threw her body to the ground, the rifle rising in her hand as the darkened walker emerged further, her bullets sparking off the upper hull, the gunners instinctively lowering below their armoured plate. 
 
   The forward lasers shot again, static and steam spurting from the barrels as two more Trevakian bodies disintegrated on the track, one corpse’s limbs shooting outwards as they separated from the running body, the intense heat and energy tearing through the protective uniform and flesh. Melted shoulder armour and bloodied body parts fell to the snow covered track, Shino shrieking in despair as she fired again at the rocks, emptying the ammunition clip. Shaking in terror she fell backwards, her body jolting uncontrollably in shock as Riaz fired next to her.
 
   Debra’s visor glowed intense red, the top of another walker emerging behind the first as the remaining Trevakians sped past, throwing themselves against the rocks, another body disintegrating as laser beams shot past. Blood splattered across Debra, her body beginning to tremble in almost overpowering shock as the walker stepped over the rise, the large armoured metal feet crushing a body beneath the steel, the corpse exploding outwards under the immense downward pressure.
 
   Bullets zipped past them from behind, numerous Trevakian marines regrouping and forming a desperate defensive line. The intense laser lights shot past, shattering rock and bodies behind, the return bullets sparking off the armoured plate as Debra struggled sideways in fear, Shino grasping the back of her uniform and half dragging the supervisor’s body towards safety.
 
   Riaz’s weapon clicked empty, a squeal of frustration emanating from his lips as he snatched another clip from his belt, slamming it into the rifle, the muzzle flashing once more. The second walker’s muzzles began to glow, Riaz screaming his frustration through a red visor as explosions shook the rocks above, showering them in debris. Morgon mortars now firing on their pinned prey, the only retreat and escape exposing anyone who ran into deadly accurate fire. 
 
   Their body armour inflated automatically, attempting to protect the user from harm, the suits pressed to their maximum usage. The first walker advancing down the snow covered track as bullets sparked and ricocheted against the upper hull and mechanical legs, the laser muzzles glowing once more as the targeting system engaged. Morgon camouflaged grenadiers and black armoured infantry emerged, advancing cautiously behind the second walker as another came into view behind, its acid guns dripping from eliminating any final remaining Trevakian resistance in the mining colony behind. 
 
   Muzzle flashes swept across Riaz’s visor, the dense protective plastic glowing and flashing red as his body shook, his mind blocking the excruciating pain in his muscles and shoulders as the walker clamped its heavy metal and polymer feet down onto the snow and dirt further up the track. Explosions rocked the terrain, the mortar rounds flying in towards the beleaguered defenders as they fired desperately up the slope. A couple of the Morgon infantry fell, bullets piercing between their advanced body armour as Silakian infantry surged in behind, using their allies and walkers as cover. 
 
   Debra Hardie shook her head in despondent defeat, turning to Shino as the walker crunched a skull beneath its armoured feet, the sickening sound resounding around the defenders. Shrieks poured across the enclosed landscape as the Morgons closed on their prey, the desire for blood and skulls urging their thirst and scaled bodies forward as they spread across the airstrip, dropping to fire on the isolated defenders.
 
   Electronic and mechanical screams suddenly filled the air, the defenders ducking instinctively in fear as their heads spun upwards. Eyes widened as the shimmering objects swept over the rocks and barren low trees behind them, Tregan dropping to one knee next to Shino, his rifle muzzle flashing as the weapon bucked in his hands. 
 
   The silver objects flew overhead, swooping toward the Morgon infantry and walkers as the Trevakian drones sought out their prey, two flying directly at the high armoured vehicles. The explosion rocked the first high walker, the mechanical beast shuddering as the flash exploded across the terrain, one crew member beheaded by the high velocity shrapnel from the exploding vehicle as the other ducked down. The second explosion caused the mechanical legs to buckle, the upper body collapsing downwards as the supports gave way, the armoured piercing detonation slicing through the command optics, blue lubricating liquid spurting outwards as the heavily armoured vehicle lost power. The upper crew console crashed onto the track, the machine shattering upon impact as the surviving Morgon leapt from the wreckage.
 
   Short laser blasts shot across the snow covered landscape as the drones fired on the enemy infantry, several bodies collapsing as the intensely powered heat seared through their armour. The numerous drones swept across the terrain, circling and firing on the armoured Morgon infantry below. Pulsing flares rose majestically into the air from beyond the brow of the track, the countermeasure beginning to confuse the targeting systems of any drones that flew too close. 
 
   As rockets swept upwards, explosions ripped against the furthest drones, the small craft crashing from the skies. Tregan lifted his weapon, slapping Shino next to him, shouting at the three of them, ‘Time to move back…the Red Leopards are about four clicks behind us…we need to get away! These drones were sent to delay, not stop the Morgons!’
 
   Two more of the small flying armoured craft crashed to the snow, the remaining five circling and firing down as more flares rose into the sky. Riaz scrambled upwards, pushing Debra before him as Tregan pulled Shino, the four running as the remaining marines sprinted south, their boots twitching against their feet as the soles reacted to the colder and icier terrain, maximising grip.
 
   Bullets flew past them, Riaz’s eyes widening as he glimpsed the muzzle flashes ahead, Captain Dugachard standing upright at the next set of rocks near the base of the airfield with six marines, their assault rifles firing back up the slope either side of them. The four sprinted forward as explosions rocked the terrain behind, the remaining drones falling from the sky. The second walker staggered, one of its legs buckling as the last drone smashed against the steel outer armour, detonating on impact. The remaining walker at the top of the slope slowed, its crew awaiting the acid cannons to automatically reload, fearful of advancing without firepower. The Silakians and remaining Morgon grenadiers and infantry rose up, their shrieks of hatred spurring the four breathless figures on further as mortar shells burst behind them, directly on the position they had vacated.
 
   Nearing the Trevakian captain, Shino realised the female officer was splattered in blood, her visor cracked and uniform dirt laden. As they passed, Captain Dugachard shouted for her soldiers to withdraw, shrieks on the airfield indicating the Morgons and their allies were commencing their pursuit. Bullets cracked against the rocks behind them, their heaving bodies surging past the obstructions as they pushed harder, the combat uniforms adjusting to help their tired frames continue. 
 
   The track slowly turned to the left, the jagged rocks now beginning to cover their retreat. Running through low and broken bare trees, the snowflakes flurried and blew around them, the wind rising and whistling as they progressed. The narrow rough snow blanketed road began to wind through the barren forest, the rocks rising vertically and high around them. Crystallised leaves and bushes lining their route as the temperature dropped further, their exhaled breath beginning to form in clouds and swirl as the running bodies broke through. 
 
   Tregan shouted encouragement, his head spinning round towards the rock opening behind as bullets ricocheted off the frosted surfaces. Captain Dugachard pushed her soldiers forward behind them, grasping one as he fell forward, a bullet cracking into his shoulder armour. Riaz slowed, turning and dropping back to help the Trevakian as the commander struggled to keep him upright, grasping the injured soldier’s uniform as blood wept from the wound, the soldier groaning in pain as his legs sagged.
 
   The Asian stumbled, wincing, the soldier’s weight off-balancing him as they struggled forward, Captain Dugachard glancing round in fear as they fell behind the others. Shrieks of anger filled the woods, the Morgon pursuers gaining on them as the armoured infantry approached the opening in the rocks. 
 
   Ahead, Shino fell to her knees, the cracking of splintering wood to their right causing her to jump, her panicked body scrambling from the track to the left. Debra followed as two Trevakian marines ran past, their bodies lowered as explosions whipped through the air above.  
 
   More shrill cracks and splintering sounds followed, the barren and freezing wood shattering as heavy overwhelming force was applied to the exterior of the virtually petrified wood, the oxygen starved trees succumbing to the elements some months previously. 
 
   Shino scrambled behind an iced tree, her exhaled breath hanging in a cloud as she raised the assault rifle, her combat suit thickening and hugging her petit frame tighter in attempts to protect the Philippine against the elements as it senses her follicles shiver. Staring out as Debra dropped to her knees next to her, Shino noticed the low freezing mist beginning to curl round the petrified tree trunks, her eyes straining as he attempted to penetrate the shroud. 
 
   She gasped, seeing a couple of silhouettes in the thickening mist, her breath held as she hissed, ‘They are behind us!’
 
   Debra winced, urgently beckoning Riaz towards them as he, the three neared, the Asian officer dragging the wounded man and Captain Dugachard towards the two lowered figures. Shino stared out, her body stiffening as Debra readied to fire next to her. Shrieks filled their ears, the Philippine rising slightly as the first figure became clearer through the rising mist, the cloud swirling around the silhouette. 
 
   The Trevakian gradually emerged from the cloud of frozen fog, the body encased in armour, the shoulder and main frame moulded around the physical shape for ease of movement. The shoulder plates were complimented with chest and torso moulded bubbled polymer, bright red piping surrounding the contours of the hardened protective screen. The helmet differed from their own, lowered and overlapping the neck and angled outwards at the base, the camouflage transforming as it emerged into the dim light. 
 
   The cracking of the trees intensified, causing the defenders to stiffen as two massive armoured hulks broke through the frozen shroud, the tracked tanks crushed anything before them. Long muzzled high calibre guns probed forward as the armoured vehicles smashed everything before them, more trunks and frozen ferns and vegetation crushed under the wide tracks as the lumbering metal and alloy beasts advanced.
 
   The angled hulls pushed the crippled tree trunks down, crushing them under their tracks, splinters sweeping out to either side as they advanced behind the three armoured figures before them. Long gun barrels thrust forward as the tanks smashed through the petrified trees, splintering bark ground further under the wide resin tracks, the hulks shattering any foliage and wood obstructions. Shino’s eyes widened, her breath held as her arm rose to point, her mind seeming to recognise the hard metal outlines behind the shadowed silhouettes, her voice hushed in utter shock, ‘My god…Tigers?’
 
   Debra squinted into the mirk, taking in the spectacles and glancing at the Philippine, ‘What do you mean?’ They ducked instinctively as the lead tank fired through the gap in the rocks ahead, the deep bark of sound resonating across the woods as flames and smoke belched from the barrel muzzle, the shell sweeping forward, the explosion rocking the terrain.
 
   Shino spun round in exasperation, her face curling in confusion, an exhaled breath forced from a trembling chest as more trees cracked and collapsed behind, ‘They are very angular, similar to the tanks we have on earth!’ She glanced at Tregan inquisitively, ‘Are these the Red Leopards?
 
   The Trevakian nodded, indicating to the lead soldier, ‘That will be one of their officers…once the tanks and infantry have moved up, we should have a briefing with him.’
 
   Riaz stared as numerous silhouettes then figures emerged behind the tanks through the mist, their bubbled and red lined armour similar to the lead officer. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three: Alexion One Space Station
 
    
 
   Admiral Shadian grimaced as he stared across the three dimensional holographic display, the planet’s surface glinting as small dots flew across it above the console, the fighter battle below intensifying above Trevakian held areas. He leant forward across the wide desk, running a hand nervously through his hair as he pointed to the two flickering enemy warships, his voice low with anticipation, ‘How long before they engage us?’
 
   The station shuddered as the massive upper guns fired out, their laser projectiles sweeping towards the oncoming enemy craft. His first officer looked up, wide eyed, ‘A matter of minutes Sir…they are advancing slowly…I suspect they are attempting to try and understand our capability.’
 
   The Admiral straightened, shaking his head in frustration, ‘We need more support or they will overwhelm us…the only thing on our side is their lack of knowledge of this station…’ He licked his lips nervously, straightening his cap as he glanced across the bridge, the increasingly alarmed operators and crew members staring intently at their screens and electronic boards as their hands nervously ran across the surfaces.
 
   The commander looked round, seeing his communications officer enter the bridge and indicating to him, ‘I want the heavy laser guns in Morasat brought on line immediately…targeting these Morgon vessels…with them and the station we may give them a sense that they might not win…or at least convey doubt!’
 
   He spun round, staring defiantly at his first officer, ‘Full shields…the guns fire continuously…all weapons target the warships.’ His eyes lightened, ‘The heavy bombers we had…how long before they are operational and ready to fly?’
 
   The first officer shook his head despondently, ‘We transferred the pilots into fighters…most of the bombers are on the surface in hangars…we will never get them into the air in time! Not all the guns on the surface are online yet!’
 
   Admiral Shadian winked, ‘Oh we will get them online…and those bombers up!’ He turned to his comms officer, ‘Get the reserve pilots ready…and you get to the surface…I want those bombers in the air with fighter escorts as soon as you can! Act independently…you have command of the bombers…only target one warship, concentrate your fire! Damage it!’
 
   The startled Communications Officer nodded, raising his fist to his chest in response and lunging towards one of the operators, his voice rising, ‘When is the next fighter landing and on which deck?’
 
   The operator ran his hands across the panel, inspecting the computer’s responses, ‘There is one on ‘D’ deck now…being rearmed…I will temporarily delay his departure.’
 
   The admiral shouted across the bridge, ‘Run! I want everything against those monsters…’ He glanced at the viewing window, seeing the distant vessels now larger, his eyes widening, ‘We will take heavy damage, but if we can drive them off…’
 
   The dark blue uniformed Communications Officer darted from the bridge, his rubber boots squealing on the shining floor as he ran.
 
   Admiral Shadian placed his hands on his hips, his teeth gritted, ‘Upper reserve torpedoes…have them armed and ready to fire on my command!’ Staring back to the viewing window, he indicated forward, ‘Zoom please…let’s see what they have!’
 
   The large window screen flickered, the operator behind touching several options on the controls, the station shuddering again as the upper laser turrets fired out. The first officer grimacing as he turned, his voice rising, ‘The nearest warship is powering forward torpedoes Sir…they will fire as soon as they get within range!’ He hesitated, staring at his screen, his eyes narrowing, ‘There is also a power surge from their flight decks…they are launching fighters and bombers!’
 
   The admiral stepped forward towards the screen, a hand rising to his chin impatiently as he awaited the image to clear, ‘Move the lower laser turrets from planetary support to engage their bombers…further power to the laser shield and use the suicide droids at will! Deploy all blast screens!’ The screen shimmered as the heavy protective screens closed around the bridge and external windows, the picture reforming onto several camera images, providing differing views from across the station.
 
   The screen cleared, the two Decimator warships surging into view as Admiral Shadian stared in awe, seeing the large long angular darkened grey ships widen on the screen as zoom was applied, the angular back markings and skull emblazoned on the hulls as lights flickered across the reinforced triangular windows. He grimaced as he recognised the main bridge window, angled with the sloping upper hull, the eight heavy guns below complimented by heavy laser turrets on the sides and upper and lower body. He swallowed as the surge of power could be clearly seen, sparks and static charging across the lower heavy guns as the warships emerged into range, the admiral’s head spinning round, ‘Full power to shields…they are preparing to fire!’
 
   He glanced back, seeing the turrets rotate, lights flashing and emerging from the side flight decks, the tiny bombers and fighters swooping out from their holds and forming into attack waves. The groups of small craft swept upwards, emerging above the warships before circling and proceeding in the direction of the space station, their crews wary to avoid the heavy gun blasts from below.
 
   Admiral Shadian pursed his lips, shaking his head, his eyes widening at the sheer number of small craft now flying towards them. The large forward guns shuddered backwards, long wide sheaths of laser energy shooting towards Alexion One, the commander backing from the screen, his breath drawn, ‘Brace for impact! I need that support from the planet surface now!’
 
   The red laser lights shot towards the stationary space station, the pulsing shrill alarms sounding on the many decks as personnel stared upwards. The main lights flashed red, a female computerised voice breaking through the alarm, ‘Incoming Attack! Brace! Brace! All personnel to battle stations! All personnel to battle stations!’
 
   The station shook, shuddering back and forth as the numerous laser blasts smashed against the shield walls. Admiral Shadian gritted his teeth as the laser droid shield disintegrated under the force of impact, the small robots shattering and debris ricocheting off the weakened force shield, his eyes moving to the approaching small craft, voice rising, ‘All laser turrets target their attacking ships…blow them out of space!’ He turned desperately to his first officer, the crew of the bridge staring at their commander wide eyed from the sheer force of impact. Swallowing hard, he glared at them, ‘Any crew members not on the turrets to the armoury, I want all personnel armed and ready to receive any Morgon boarding parties!’
 
   The station shuddered violently, a second blast of heavy laser cannons hitting the superstructure. Then the upper and lower turrets opened fire once more, blue and red lights pouring from the space station towards the incoming fighters and bombers. The mood lightened slightly, several flashes in the distance indicating enemy aircraft deploying flares and manoeuvring to avoid the high energy fire.
 
   The first officer shouted with excitement, staring at his screen, ‘Our fighters are rising from the planet atmosphere Sir!’ He grinned, running his hands across the surface of his screen, ‘Flashes from the surface Sir…the heavy guns of Morasat are engaging Admiral!’
 
   Admiral Shadian turned in triumph, staring round his bridge crew to give encouragement, ‘We may be outgunned, but let’s give them a party! Fire all torpedoes at lead warship!’ The operators glanced down, their hands running feverishly across panels as engines ignited in the firing tubes across the station, the missiles surging out into space and sweeping forward.
 
   Looking back at the screen, the admiral saw several of the Morgon fighters peel off to intercept the rising Trevakian silver vessels, their flight crews staring at their flashing instrument displays as laser blasts filled space, the torpedoes speeding towards their target as the warship turrets opened fire on the incoming missiles.
 
   The station shook again, the heavy guns firing out as the crew braced for impact, seeing the intense lights shooting towards them from the warships. The rapid screams of automatic flak guns placed around the station burst into life as the enemy bombers and remaining fighter escorts reached the outer range markers.
 
    
 
   On Zaxon B, the two massive guns roared, smoke billowing from their barrels as the long laser blasts sped into the heavens. The crews lowered their hands from their protective helmets, closing their mouths, knowing even in the heavy bunkers they could sustain physical damage. Placed to the north of Marasat, the two operational guns were part of four batteries planned as the ultimate defence for the expanding city, the other three as yet incomplete.  Work had ceased on the other deep underground positions…positioned to the south, east and west…as the Morgon ships were first encountered, the enemy keen to remain at the far side of the planet once they realised the sheer power of the battery. 
 
   Local troops and inhabitants stared upwards in awe and astonishment, the deafening bark of the enormous guns echoing across the low masonry buildings on the city outskirts and surrounding terrain. Some continued to stare in dumbfounded silence, now seeing the flashes in outer space through gaps in the clouds as the battle began to rage across the heavens. Occasionally able to see the distant lights of Alexion One, their demeanours became more serious as the rumours of heavy Morgon attacks on their main protection and contact with possible reinforcements became more widespread. Soon the word of two warships reached the ears of the residents, their hopes diminishing as realisation of a superior adversary became apparent. 
 
   Trevakians and the local populace stepped from their buildings into the dull light to strain their eyes upwards, gossip and rumours spreading across the city as the two guns continued to fire, the power surges causing lights to flicker and dim to provide the ignitors to fuel cells powering the massive artillery weapons.
 
    
 
   The flight leader of Zaxon B’s second Viper squadron glanced around his cockpit, the proximity lights flashing as he grinned with adrenalin, his eyes narrowing in hatred as he saw the flashes against the outer hull of the space station above. A seasoned veteran, the thirty two year old had survived being shot down in a fierce air battle over Desexus, a planet on the other side of the galaxy. Transferred through the space station portal, he had slowly and painfully recovered from his severe burns and broken limbs under tender care on the planet’s surface. Participating in, and then upon recovery from his injuries, leading the training of the newly formed squadron of raw recruits sent to the planet for experience and their initial flight hours. 
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara’s jaw hardened as he thought of the pilots around him, six brave young men and women, some of the finest volunteers of his planet, their youthful faces flushed with excitement as he had initially greeted them four months previously. The experience of their first few joint fighter flying lessons with him sat in the twin seater jet before their initial nervous lone flight, his own emotions raised to almost breaking point as they individually mastered each and every manoeuvre he had trained. The control of their new frontline fighters explained in almost tedious detail in the classroom before they took to the skies and space over the city and planet below. The experienced trainer had stretched each individual’s understanding to the limit, continuously pushing them to learn and understand the strategy of their survival in the seat of one of the most formidable single spacecraft in existence.
 
   His brown eyes blinked with emotion as the thoughts of what the youngsters must be experiencing around him filled his mind, a tear spilling down his scorched and scarred face as the short distance covert fighter circuit radio burbled in his ear, ‘Flight Leader One, I am assuming outer wing…awaiting your mark on target!’
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara swallowed hard, the voice in his ear tense but professional. Clearing his throat, he replied, controlling and forcing his tone, ‘Affirmative Number Two…we engage on my mark…’ He thrust his controls forward, the seven silver jets streaking across the sky just below the atmospheric edge as his recruits smiled with excitement, the Morgon forces below unable to engage the high altitude craft. Above them, the remaining squadrons of Trevakian star fighters swooped to engage the oncoming enemy craft, outnumbered…but determined.
 
    
 
   Alexion One shook violently again, the massive space station suffering several direct hits from the massive warship guns. Admiral Shadian relinquished his steadying grasp on the console table, staring defiantly at the multiple images on the large screen, static surging across a couple, ‘Damage report?’ He watched as explosions across the bows of the lead warship from the heavy gun battery on the planet below as they were joined with the laser blasts from the station’s heavy upper turrets, scorch marks appearing on the Morgon vessel’s hull as he sighed in frustration, ‘We are taking too long to break through their shields…they are just too strong!’
 
   Fighter bombers swept past the cameras, rockets and proximity bombs impacting against the space station hull, the outer corridors rocking as jets of steam poured into the pressurised areas. Station personnel fled from the leaks, their panic spreading as other crew members emerged in full combat uniform, ordering them to proceed to the armoury. Engineering crews raced forward, their sealant emergency equipment spraying the affected areas and blocking any gaps, supervisors typing emergency codes into their mobile consoles to alert the bridge of potential breaches or structural weaknesses, the main computer AI system confirming or adjusting to suspicions.
 
   The first officer grimaced, looking up, ‘We are now taking damage Sir…shields eroded on some upper and lower levels…it is only a matter of time before our hull is breached. We have lost several flak cannons and one of the upper turrets is damaged…but is still firing!’ He glanced back down onto his screen, his eyes widening in horror, ‘They seem able to slowly regenerate damage to their forward protective shields…we have no such technology!’
 
   The admiral winced, glancing across the images, several shaking, two blurred with static lines, ‘Limited crews with protective clothing on the exposed levels…have we any news on the bombers from the surface?’
 
   The first officer shook his head, staring at the sensor readings, ‘Morgon vessel launching multiple occupant vessels…’ He looked up with alarm, ‘Admiral…those are boarding craft, probably with shock troops!’
 
    
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara checked the flashing graphic panels below him in the cockpit, the battle in space above them escalating as his star fighter wing swept forward. He glanced upwards through the darkened cockpit windows, seeing the stars sparkle in deep black space, his heart surging upon once again realising his love of the sights. His black helmet with silver stripes moved instinctively from side to side, checking for an approaching enemy, the sleek craft’s radar providing confusing readings due to the volume of fighters above. 
 
   The covert radio channel burbled in his ear, the sound startling him, ‘Flight Leader One, we have multiple readings ahead…sixty clicks…’
 
   The flight leader’s eyes widened, his tongue running across his scarred lips as his jaw tightened, ‘Proceed on that heading…then we bounce upwards…the warships are our main targets!’
 
   The radio burbled again, six voices responding in unison with rising adrenalin, their commander nodding as he pushed the stick before him further, his voice grim with determination, ‘Follow your training, we bank unpredictably…’ He swallowed, wary this would be the trainees initial contact with a concentrated enemy, ‘Shoot to kill only…good luck all…’ He hesitated, smiling, ‘Your time is now!’
 
   The seven silver star fighters swept forward, streams of vapour trailing behind them as they accelerated towards their unsuspecting targets in the upper atmosphere.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four: Blue Leopards and Dragons
 
    
 
   Morgon infantry surged up the sloped track alongside the low cliff walls, their polished camouflaged and black body armour glinting as snowflakes swirled around their tall bodies. Silakian infantry followed in their wake, carrying heavy equipment and weapons destined for the raised ground ahead, the laser and acid heavy gun parts ready to be assembled once the leading soldiers had cleared the defensive positions.
 
   Smoke billowed over the top of the low cliff above, ammunition cracking as it detonated from the numerous fires and burning trenches. Thumps in the distance indicated the last incoming artillery, the Morgon commanders shrieking at their soldiers to prepare for the oncoming infantry attack, urging their troops forward as they neared the top of the rise, their armoured bodies lowering instinctively.
 
   The shells whisked and screamed overhead, trails of green wisping smoke following in the projectiles wake as the acid ordinance fell to earth above, a wall of flame rising into the air as explosions ripped across the landscape. Reaching the summit, the shock troops ducked low behind the last rises in the terrain, hearing screams echo across the defensive positions above as bodies were tossed into the air. Toxic green slime zipped through the air, sticking to any body armour that it splattered against, the thick liquid immediately beginning to consume anything it came into contact with.
 
   Muffled shouts filled the air as soldiers desperately attempted to remove smouldering body armour before the slime ate through and began to consume flesh. A couple of the reserve troops dropped their weapons, scrambling from the defensive trenches and running in panic to the rear, South Korean marines with their American counterparts screaming at the remainder to stay in their positions and make ready for the oncoming assault. 
 
   The majority of Heathrow battalion volunteers and other troops stood their ground, some whimpering in terror but the remainder grim faced, their ears ringing from the heavy barrage, but cold determination in their eyes. The occasional explosion and crack of ammunition spread across the terrain, several heads cautiously rising above the trench walls in curiosity as an ominous silence fell. The sight that met their wide eyes was ominous, black smoke curling into the air, broken, bloodied body parts and shattered equipment lying across the scorched earth before their positions.
 
   Muffled dull thuds filled the air, the Trevakian marines wincing as they realised the instinctive sound of mortars firing from below the rise, the elevation chosen to drop deadly ordinance directly into the devastated trenches and defensive positions. Shouts of alarm filled the air, the inexperienced volunteer battalion soldiers that had risen to stare out dragged back down into cover as projectiles rose high into the sky above, the small shells twisting and turning before beginning their gruesome descent.
 
   As the mortar shells fell to the scorched earth, the shrieks of Morgon commanders spurred their armoured troops forward, the lean bodies rising over the last obstructions to sweep out across the defences, smoke grenades puffing across the terrain before them. Shrieks of hatred filled the air as explosions rocked the trenches, the defenders ducking down in cover as several hundred Morgons poured forward towards them.
 
    
 
   In the command bunker, Jozefina stared in awe at the holographic infantry figures emerging across the terrain, the surviving ground sensors transmitting flickering images back to the officers looking at the computerised table below. The automated machinery in the centre room hummed louder as power surged to the defensive turrets and traps, the Trevakian Major nodding to his captain, the officer running his hand across the controls on the side of the desk.
 
   Through the billowing smoke, tiny blue engagement lights on the embedded turrets flashed as their motors activated, the cylinder defensive weapons running slowly within their mountings as they rose. The half a metre circumference alloy posts rose from the earth, their frames winding as they extended upwards, power surging through the interior weaponry. From the top of the heavily armoured cylinders the static sparked, the upper gun turret emerging and barrel extending outwards automatically. The cylinders hummed loudly as the charge increased to the weapons, several nearby ducking defenders eyes widening as the air seemed to crackle around them.
 
   Behind the first cylinders, three larger higher powered laser guns nearer to the command bunker began to extend quickly from the scorched earth, the black gleaming smooth alloy structures rising at a higher speed tower over the smaller guns.
 
   The Morgons surged across the open ground, nearing the trenches as Trevakian marines rose up, the assault rifle muzzles flashing to meet the oncoming enemy infantry. Bullets ricocheted off the armoured attackers, a couple collapsing backwards as the projectiles swept between or through dense armour at close range. Next to the Trevakians, the helmets of cautious reserve soldiers rose, weapons thrust over the trench walls as automatic fire swept across the defensive line. The inexperienced troops fired with gritted teeth and tear filled eyes of fear, the oncoming infantry seeming endless in number as shrieks filled the landscape on the upper heights.
 
   The dull overcast natural light was overwhelmed by bright muzzle flashes as the Morgons opened fire, advancing steadily towards the defenders as several tossed grenades fell in either direction. Explosions ripped through the shroud of smoke, several screams echoing across the billowing clouds as the muzzle flashes continued, the lead Morgons reaching the outer trenches.
 
    
 
   In the command bunker Major Hecklan stepped back, seeing the numerous flickering hologram soldiers surge towards the trenches, his jaw tensing as he turned to stare defiantly at the comms desk, ‘Arm them now!’ The blue uniformed officer’s fingers tapped the flat surface before him, a smile of triumphant excitement sweeping across his face.
 
   Lieutenant Malikkas smashed a fist to his chest armour, nodding to the major, ‘Permission to lead the counterattack Sir?’
 
   The major nodded grimly, ‘Tear them apart!’ The Herrakian spun round, his boots squealing as he advanced towards the doors, Jozefina’s eyes widening as Nao nudged her, his voice low, ‘I think we need to go now…’
 
    
 
   Alarms sounded in the helmets of the defenders, a shrill regular beep alerting the soldiers to the defensive deployment measures, their visors glowing red as numerous dots filled their visions. Rees fell backwards, the Trevakian next him dragging him down as the others ducked, the young Heathrow volunteer staring in shock at the marine next to him, ‘What the f….?’
 
   The Trevakian’s head spun round, his voice harsh, ‘Stay down, the phosphorous mines are arming…wait for the blasts!’ He stiffened, hearing shouts further along the trench, his eyes widening beneath the visor as he grabbed the human before him, dragging him forward, ‘They are in the trenches…lets go and help…’
 
    
 
   Screeches of hatred filled the smoke filled air, then numerous crumps as mines ignited below the advancing heavy alloy boots, the automated devices flying upwards to five feet in the air before detonating. Bright intense light swept through the curling smoke, the tentacles of ignited phosphorous sweeping out to the sides as the explosive waves tore through the advancing armoured troops. 
 
   Blue and red laser blasts seared through the smoke, the laser turrets opening up their rapid fire modes through the mirk. Armoured bodies disintegrated under the blasts and laser fire, limbs torn from torsos as the ferocious shocks and intense energy smashed through body protection and plate.
 
   Inhuman screams of agony and shock filled the smoke, the Morgon commander split in half by blue laser fire from the heavy turrets. Behind the initial wave, the numerous Silakians faltered, their troops beginning to nervously fall back from the swirling smoke as Morgon infantry behind them shrieked in anger and hatred.  Laser blasts swept across them, cutting down gun crews and infantry support, the bodies torn apart under the intensely powerful fire. The remaining survivors turned to run, discarding their weapons in panic and fleeing onto the track to pass their infuriated allies, fighting to break through the throng of armoured bodies as the Morgons continued to advance up the slope.
 
   One young Silakian was roughly knocked to the side by a Morgon infantryman, his grey body armour cracking back against the rock face as the armoured soldier turning to stare in contempt at him, black helmet eyes glowing red as his weapon slowly rose in hatred against a weaker ally. Dust swirled around them, numerous silhouettes sweeping past as the Silakian trooper instinctively raised his arms in panicked defence, his body stiffening as he briefly heard the beeping pulse set into the rock face above, the proximity mines arming and preparing to detonate.
 
   The Morgon soldier glanced upwards, distracted as the tiny flashing red light set into the rock face suddenly became constant, his scaled lips opening to shriek a warning as the flash lit up and engulfed his armoured frame. 
 
   All along the rocks explosions burst forth, rubble and razor sharp shrapnel engulfing the Morgon and Silakian troops on the tracked incline. Bodies were tossed sideways, the blast waves shattering limbs as the debris smashed against armour and combat uniforms. The screams of the wounded echoed up from below the rise as smoke billowed above, several of the upper heavy rock formations toppling onto the soldiers beneath. The two furthermost walkers’ legs gave way from the blasts, their upper heavy armour bodies crashing down onto the troops underneath. Several of the high machines behind swayed, rocks crashing against their mechanised legs and toppling the thick armour as their crews were decapitated or simply incinerated as the ammunition below their cockpits ignited.
 
   Further delayed charges erupted, the phosphorous shooting out as intense light bathed the shattered soldiers. A wall of burning black smoke rose into the air as further eruptions rocked the cliff face, ammunition and grenades igniting under the pressure as some bodies simply disintegrated under the intense force. Power cells for the laser weapons threw acid and high intensity flame onto the bodies, their complex and highly charged internal energy corrupted and instantaneously destabilising.
 
    
 
   Rees ran half-crouched along the forward defence trench on the heights, following the Trevakian marine as the forward soldier raised his assault rifle. The Heathrow volunteer glimpsed the black armour ahead through the smoke, a bitter hand to hand struggle having broken out at the end of the emplacement. He grimaced as he saw the large black armoured figure sweep its weapon down, the rifle cracking against the flailing combat uniformed body beneath, the figure jerking then lying still.
 
   His eyes widened as he realised the corpse wore the same uniform as him, his breath held as his body surged with adrenalin and hatred, his body stiffening as he rose and charged past the Trevakian as the soldier dropped to his knees to fire. Bullets whipped past the human as he charged, a scream of hatred for revenge whining from his lips as his eyes narrowed.
 
   In the emplacement ahead, four Morgons smashed against the six Trevakian and South Korean defenders, their overpowering muscles and frames throwing the bodies to either side as Rees approached the shattered dugout. He glimpsed two South Korean’s cracking Taekwondo kicks against their enemy assailants armour as their arms strained to grapple and restrain the high powered grips of their attackers. The Orientals twisted and turned, desperate to avoid or disable the higher powered enemy, one whining in frustration as he collapsed backwards, the Morgon pinning him against the trench wall. The other swept an ankle blade between the armour plates of his assailant, the high shriek of pain followed by a scream from the Korean as an armoured fist cracked against his helmet, the soldier’s legs sagging as he collapsed unconscious.
 
   Rees’s lifted his assault rifle as the visor flashed in alarm, firing a burst as the nearest Morgon turned to face him, eyes glowing red as the projectiles simply ricocheted off the figure’s armour. Rees raised his weapon, crashing into the armoured trooper as he charged, the force of impact topping the stronger enemy soldier backwards. 
 
   Laser fire swept over them as Rees whined, his head cracking against the alloy chest plate as his combat uniform inflated to protect him, his helmet vibrating slightly as he thrust the rifle upwards, crunching it with all his might against the heavy armour above. The Morgon shrieked loudly in anger, grasping Rees’s shoulder plate and dragging him sideways as the human screamed in agony, the armour pinching his shoulder as the reinforced grip closed tightly. 
 
   His body crashed against the trench wall, the wind knocked from his chest with the intense impact as his eyes closed, the combat suit excreting anaesthetic and stimulants in reaction to his breathing and heart rate, attempting to save his life. The Morgon rose rapidly, armoured hands scrambling for the human in hatred as Rees coughed violently, his weapon crashing over the trench wall, out of reach.
 
   The high powered enemy soldier grasped Rees’s flaying arm, the grip tearing into his forearm like a vice as he screamed in response, tears of frustration and pain filling his eyes as he kicked and struck out with his spare fist. He felt his body lifting into the air effortlessly, his tendons stretching to near breaking point with the intense grip as he screamed in agony, the suit unable to defend him against such overwhelming pressure. The human kicked and hit out blindly, his body fighting in panic for its survival as he swung through the air, an armoured hand reaching for his throat. 
 
   The loud blast shaking him as the grip went weak, his limp frame collapsing onto the floor of the emplacement painfully as the Morgon sank to his knees, then fell forward. Rees stared through his cracked visor, the South Korean spitting on the enemy corpse, his assault rifle smouldering as he lunged away to attack the next armoured enemy.
 
   Rees lay their coughing violently, seeing the muzzle flashes through the swirling smoke through clenched and tearful eyes, shrieks of hatred filling his ears as more Trevakian marines and Korean troops charged into the emplacement. The visor flickered, bullets zipping across the trench walls as earth and debris fell onto his prone figure, muffled crumps of self-propelled artillery fired from the rear towards any remaining Morgon and Silakian troops beyond the rock face as his chest heaved, his mind clearing as he struggled to rise. A determination to re-join the fight swept through him, his intense pain stabilising as the uniform excreted the maximum dosage through his follicles, the fighting moving further to the right as the surviving Morgons were killed one by one, their refusal to surrender chilling the volunteers as most were overwhelmed and shot at close range.
 
   A silhouette dropped into the emplacement before him, his breath now in short gasps as the armoured figure stepped towards him through the running Trevakians. He stared upwards as the darkened visor seemed to study him, the bubbled shoulder, chest and leg armour lined in blue as the soldier dropped to a crouch, his skin dark and lined. The long assault rifle was lowered and an armoured hand stretched out towards him, a brief reassuring smile crossing the dark soldier’s face as Rees raised his uninjured limb weakly. 
 
   Rising painfully to his feet, smoke and dust swept over them as he glanced upwards, the dark armoured helmet lined with thin blue stripes as the alien soldier glanced at him, his voice heavily accented but demanding, ‘Best get your weapon…we are going to drive this Morgon scum back!’
 
   Then the figure lunged forward, the assault rifle rising into both hands as the soldier leapt up onto the forward trench wall and disappeared into the smoke, Rees gasping for breath as he glanced round the emplacement at mutilated and still bodies. 
 
   Seeing one South Korean stir painfully, he dropped to his knees next to the figure, the soldier clawing at the earth as blood seeped from beneath his damaged helmet, his face heavily bruised. The Oriental nodded his thanks, slumping against the westerner’s frame as they both gasped for air, coughing dust and dirt from their mouths.
 
   The explosions and shrieks in the distance slowly crept back into his ears, dust and smoke catching in his nostrils as he heard a familiar voice shouting his name, ‘Rees! Where the hell are you? Get your behind to me…’ Jozefina Kapralova’s shriek filled the emplacement as more Trevakians and reserves ran past, the shorter South Korean next to him struggling to his feet and extending his hand as the shout came again, ‘Heathrow volunteers to me! We are moving forward!’
 
   The Oriental grinned painfully as Rees winced and rolled his eyes, his bruised body scrambling slowly upwards as the marine spoke to him in broken English, ‘Blue Dragons come!’
 
   Rees spun round, the whirring of blades from above and behind startling him as he caught his breath. Turning back, the South Korean Blue Dragon marine had gone, lunging forward along the trenches as shouts of the advancing troops spread around him through the smoke. The young Heathrow volunteer cautiously retrieved his rifle, glimpsing the black metal weapon on the top of the emplacement wall as he searched through the smoke.
 
   The noise of mechanical blades escalated, the sound surging across the trenches and rising behind him. Hearing Jozefina shout again, he pushed forward into the next trench section towards the sound, his heart beat rising as soldiers pushed past him, their weapons rising as they jumped from the defensive positions and ran into the smoke, heading towards the enemy.
 
   Struggling along the trench, his hands running along the sides as smoke billowed around his figure, the swirling blades above rose in ferocity, passing over him as he progressed. Silhouettes ran from left to right, the men jumping the trench walls as gunfire broke out further east, the distant shrieks of Morgon anger chilling through him as he staggered on.
 
   The raised voice of Jozefina filled the smoke filled air once more, this time nearer and a little concerned, ‘Rees! Where are you…?’ The Heathrow volunteer grinned painfully as he heard the female supervisor berate the Trevakian marine, ‘I thought I left you to look after him! Where is he?’
 
   The silhouettes roamed into view, the smoke clearing slightly as distant explosions and gunfire swept across him from the right. Jozefina turned, glaring at him as he emerged from the smoky gloom, her eyes narrowing as she recognised him through his dust and dirt covered uniform, ‘Where the hell have you been? What happened to your face?’
 
   Rees gritted his teeth painfully, indicating to the Trevakian marine, ‘Your friend here hit me to keep me quiet…’
 
   Jozefina turned to stare at the Trevakian, the rest of the dust covered volunteers gathering round, ‘Is that true?’
 
   The soldier nodded uncomfortably as the supervisor grinned beneath her visor, her head nodding, ‘Good work…he is alive at least…’ She turned, staring round the rest of the group, some twenty staff remaining in all as she raised a grim voice, ‘We have lost a few of our colleagues…you must forget and move on to remain safe.’ Hesitating, she stared at each individual in turn, ‘We are moving up with the Trevakians and South Korean regulars…keep alert and stay safe…’ She indicated to the escorting Trevakian marine stood next to her, ‘He is now second in command!’ Pointing into the distance, she grimaced, ‘Our soldiers and allies are cut off to the east…we will be assisting in relieving them!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five: The Red Leopards 
 
    
 
   The tank tracks whined as the lumbering armoured vehicle smashed through the last remaining trees, its wheels grinding the squealing wood beneath them as the vehicle surged forward, slowing and turning on its metal tracks to block the opening through the rocks. 
 
   Several armoured figures ran to either side of the metal monster, the heavy guns firing, the blast almost deafening as the tank shuddered, the recoil on the high calibre barrels spilling smoke through the barren trees. The infantry dropped to either side of the camouflaged vehicle, firing their heavy assault rifles onto the snow covered airfield beyond.
 
   The shrieks of Morgon infantry filled the gap, bullets slamming against the tank hull as the armoured vehicle’s lower forward laser guns crackled with static, then launched red high energy bolts towards the advancing enemy. The fire escalated, the sparks on the forward armour plate intensifying as the tank fired again, targeting the walker at the top of the slope. 
 
   The explosions swept across the track, the mechanical legs buckling and collapsing downwards as red hot shrapnel flew outwards from the blast. Several Silakians were blown to the sides or collapsed, their combat uniforms shredded from the shock wave and flying metal. The upper armoured cabin of the walker smashed against the iced snow, sliding across the surface as laser blasts swept past, the two crew members slumped dead in their bloodied seats. 
 
   The Red Leopard commander stood aloft behind his men shouting orders in a language the humans could not understand, Debra nudging Tregan for guidance. The Trevakian marine turning to smile at her beneath his visor, ‘He is ordering his men to keep sustained fire on the enemy…prevent them from advancing!’ Riaz stared at the mottled camouflaged tanks, their light colours of brick red, green and sand overlaid with a white paste seeming to add to their awesome power and presence.
 
   They looked up at drones whining overhead, the second wave of air reconnaissance and support for the Red Leopard mobilized unit being deployed. Laser blasts swept the snow covered landscape, enemy rockets rising in response as the drone wave swept down over the airstrip. 
 
   Some of the Morgon infantry dropped back to their knees, their weapons raised as they engaged the lasers firing from above. Tracer bullets swept into the air, the drones computers reacting and initiating evasive action as laser blasts lit up the murky air. 
 
   The tank forward muzzles recoiled again, flames shooting from the barrels as the shells swept forward, exploding on the airstrip, three Morgons blown to the side with the blasts, their bodies shattered. Bullets slammed against the tank hull again as two pilotless silver objects crashed burning to the snow, the intensifying fire from beyond the ridge sparking off the small reinforced hulls as the remaining drones fired once more onto the infantry on the ground.
 
   The black armoured infantry desperately sought refuge behind anything on the airfield as red hot laser blasts swept over the snow, cutting two more down, their bodies disintegrating as the powerful energy sliced through them. The shrieks of anger echoed across the snow, muzzle flashes lighting up the snow as the Morgons fired back, the bullets smashing against the tank hull and causing the infantry sheltering behind to duck back.
 
   The Red Leopard commander ducked behind the rear of the tank, using a remote intercom fixed to the back of the vehicle to shout at the crew inside, then shouting further instructions to his surrounding men as the tank motor roared. The tracks spun, then surged forward through the gap, the infantry on either side parting to allow another tank to follow. Heavy camouflaged alloy screeched against the rock sides, the tank jolting forward after clearing the obstruction as it fired again, the explosions sending billowing black smoke into the air.
 
   Three tanks swept through the rock opening, the Red Leopard infantry sheltering behind their hulks as they advanced, the lasers sweeping the airstrip ahead as return bullets slammed against the heavy armoured plate of the mechanised monsters. 
 
   Moving apart, the three angled tanks hulls shuddered as they came to an abrupt halt to fire on the defenders ahead, the three remaining drones above returning to their operators, leaving several more bloodied corpses on the snow.  The downed transport craft exploded as a shell split the back doors, shrapnel and sparks flying high into the air with the force of the explosion, the hulk burning fiercely as the Morgon infantry turned to run. Puffs of mortar smoke filling the field to aid their departure, their armoured bodies sprinting up the slope and onto the track towards Contax Base. 
 
   The motors of the tank turrets whined, their guns slowly turning to aim at the top of the slope, the Red Leopard commander raising his hand in anticipation as he counted the seconds through the smoke. His arm dropped smacking the tanks hull as two Leopards on either side repeated his actions, the roar of the high calibre guns filling the terrain as the tank hulls shuddered, flames sweeping from their muzzles. 
 
   Through the smoke, the explosions rocked the track, the last running Morgon troops shattered as limbs and torsos were thrown into the air under the intensity of the explosions, several bodies thrown, shattered and contorted against the side rocks, their high density armour cracked or bent. The extreme fire burnt and incinerated the enemy bodies as the Red Leopard commander turned, indicating for his shock troops to move into defensive positions.
 
    
 
   Riaz turned to Tregan, his voice an excited whisper as several silhouettes ran past on the track, ‘Are these guys the Red Leopards? They seem to mean business…’
 
   The Trevakian nodded, grinning beneath his visor as Captain Dugachard smiled, replying, ‘They are experienced, highly equipped soldiers…they will hold the Morgons.’ She frowned, ‘I am not sure we are powerful enough to drive them back…there are too many valleys and ravines for them to creep through in…cut off the advancing troops.’ She indicated up towards the darkening sky, ‘I think the decisive battle for this planet will be in space now…the side that can supply its troops on the surface will win…’ She glanced grimly at Riaz and Debra, shaking her head despondently, ‘I fear we are not winning that now…’ They glanced round as the trees nearby cracked, a bulky armoured figure approaching.
 
   Riaz stared in awe at the armoured figure that towered above them, the bright red piping running around and through the protective black bubbled shoulder and chest armour. He jumped instinctively as the roar of fire swept across them from the right, a Red Leopard tank firing through the track opening up onto the airfield, the hulk bucking backwards as the shells swept forward. The muffled explosions beyond the rocks caused shrieks of anger, the Morgons retreating back up the slope past their smouldering walkers as laser fire swept across the terrain from the tank’s lower hull guns. 
 
   The tall Red Leopard soldier looked down through the petrified tree branches, his darkened visor hiding his eyes above a chiselled chin as he spoke grimly to Captain Dugachard, ‘You troops had better get to the rear…they must be hungry, there are food kitchens there…reorganise your soldiers and await further orders, we will hold the enemy here now.’ He indicated to Riaz, seeing the blood on his uniform, ‘This soldier needs medical attention…’ 
 
   The small group felt the cold air sweeping through the frozen dead forest, Riaz’s weakened body shivering in response. The Red Leopard indicated to him, ‘Best get to the supply depot at the rear…the Zaxon B cold season is coming…your human bodies will not survive against those temperatures if you are exposed.’
 
   The Trevakian female officer nodded obediently, rising slowly to her feet and raising a fist to her chest armour in salute, seeing the two pips on the soldier’s shoulder armour, her voice hoarse, ‘Yes commander!’ She turned to the others, indicating to them, ‘We had better move now…the Red Leopards will hold this position.’
 
   Shino nodded, her eyes widening beneath her helmet visor as the soldier above extended a gloved hand towards her in assistance, numerous armoured figures running past behind as muffled explosions swept through the opening. She reached up, grasping the outstretched offering, a squeal of delight as she was raised quickly to her feet, the tank fire rumbling across the terrain again as she pushed gently against the armoured chest plate before her, the Red Leopard soldier glancing down fleetingly as she blushed beneath her visor. 
 
   Riaz shook his head, grinning in disbelief as he nudged Debra, his voice a whisper in the statically charged air, ‘She likes him!’
 
   Debra’s eyes widened as she watched Shino stare upwards, grimacing in amusement as she also felt a tingle of electricity through her body, ‘Well her boyfriend is far across the galaxy…I guess she might not be too distracted by that now!’
 
   Riaz groaned, tensing his shoulder muscles in irritation, his voice a distained hiss, ‘What has he got that I have not then?’
 
   Debra whispered back, not taking her eyes of the Trevakian as she smiled grimly, ‘Height and colour coordination…’ She glanced at him grinning deviously, ‘You have neither!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six: Viper Fighter Wing
 
    
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara glanced down at the flashing proximity lights below on his display, his eyes widening in surprise as he suddenly realised where his seven fighters had reached across the space above Zaxon B. His initial briefing being to complete a sweep for any remaining low level enemy fighters, before progressing to attack the two Morgon Decimator Warships above with the torpedoes mounted below four of his wing members’ sleek craft.
 
   Licking his scarred lips, he drew deep breath in anticipation, his eyes closing momentarily in relish as he considered the next few moments. They had flown far further than he imagined, his fond concentration on the pilots in his charge distracting him as their star fighters swept faster than in training missions across the high altitudes of the planet just inside the atmosphere.
 
   Flashes above him sharpening his senses once more, the battle raging above his small command as they swept forward. Ahead, he could just make out dots in dark space, the small craft that had flashed on his display, the Morgon transports shuttling troops and supplies back and forth from the planet’s surface.
 
   Anjara clicked his microphone, his adrenalin rising and voice almost a croaked whisper, ‘Radio silence from now on…Morgon transports ahead, their fighters are above us…keep low and sweep up upon their craft…one action before their ships above open fire, then bounce onto their Warships…those are our main targets.’
 
   The tiny speakers in his ears clicked several times, his subordinates indicating their acknowledgement as their excitement rose, their fingers touching the microphone button on the sleek crafts control sticks. Several licking their lips in anticipation as they realised they had inadvertently broken through the enemy fighter shield by accident…the Morgons not expecting a low level attack and are deploying their fighters into combat above the atmosphere!’
 
   The Flight Lieutenant clicked his microphone again as the silver wing swept forward towards the transports, his adrenalin soaring and evident in his voice, ‘Hit them hard! Good Luck…Our time is now!’
 
   The seven star fighters accelerated, their pilots beginning to grin in their adrenalin high as the transports began to gradually get bigger, the large ships above seeming oblivious to their approach.  The silent seven craft surged forward, their luck seeming too good to be true as they neared the unsuspecting enemy, sparks flickering around the powering forward guns as pilots prepped for the battle ahead.
 
   Anjara grinned nervously, his thumb flicking the safety off his laser gun mechanism as the static sparked and surged along the length of the six barrels and muzzles. The dots were getting larger, the small craft blissfully unaware of the danger nearing as they dropped from the large transport ships above, the fighter escorts circling far above and protecting the Warships nearing Alexion One. He clicked the microphone eagerly, his breath held, ‘Attack formation…’ He sucked air excitedly, ‘Engage at will…’ The return comms clicks came immediately, his recruits eager to follow their leader into battle for the first time, their craft sweeping level with his as they accelerated towards the multiple targets ahead.
 
    
 
   Warning lights flashed briefly across the Morgon flight screens, the pilots glancing down in alarm as loud proximity alarms filled their headsets. The transports engaged countermeasures, flares burning from the rear of their darkened vessels as the silver Trevakian craft swept into the formation. Laser cannon blasted through the weak protective screen as the Morgon craft began to weave and accelerate. Two vessels exploded immediately, their hulls buckling and imploding as direct hits forced their way through the armoured plate. The small ships behind flew into the debris field,  smashing against bodies and shrapnel thrown across the near space as flashes impacted on the atmosphere below, the numerous objects burning up in the intense heat. 
 
   The Trevakian vessels swept through the transport formation, firing at as many craft as possible. Three more transports exploded, the silver fighters buffeting on the blast waves as they accelerated further, banking quickly as the large spaceship gun turrets above attempted to react. Three more damaged transports broke from formation, attempting to reach the safety of the planet below as the silver fighters shot after them, the laser blasts sweeping past the terrified enemy pilots. 
 
   Explosions flashed across near space as two of the pursued transports broke up, their passengers thrown out into space and killed instantly as their bodies disintegrated. The Trevakian fighters swept between the large dark Morgon ships above, defensive laser fire flashing across their cockpits as the pilots gritted their teeth, accelerating after their commander.
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara clicked his microphone, his voice tense as nearby explosions rocked his fighter, ‘Follow my lead up to the Warships…avoid engagements and target their cargo bays…then we move onto any dropships targeting the space station.’ He grimaced, a nearby explosion clattering shrapnel against the hull of his vessel, ‘Keep close…guard the craft with the torpedoes!’ The speakers clicked in his ears in response, his trainees now surging with adrenalin as flashes lit up their cockpits.
 
   The seven fighters soared upwards, the two distant warships beginning to get bigger in their forward screens as the turbulence and flashes gradually subsided behind. Alexion One became clearly visible in distant space as the fighter battle escalated before the space station, the large turret guns flashing as they fired out towards the approaching warships.
 
   As the last damaged transport burnt up against the atmosphere, frantic alarm messages were transmitted to the warships, their rear gun turrets turning to meet the new threat. Laser fire spewed from the guns, the bright red high energy charges sweeping out to meet the incoming silver fighters, bursting in blackness, the flashes distorting in the space around them.
 
   Anjara grimaced as his fighter bucked through the explosions on either side, the warships looming to fill his frontal screen. He clicked the microphone again, his voice tense, ‘Close up, minimal target exposure…straight in and through!’ The return clicks came from the apprehensive pilots surrounding him, flashes filling the space around them as the rear turret guns fired continuously at the oncoming fighters.
 
   The outer fighter bucked, shrapnel shattering one of the engine cowlings, the young pilot struggling with the controls as he broke formation, the silver craft beginning to spin downwards towards the atmosphere. The radio surged in Anjara’s ear, the stricken craft’s automated systems attempting to stabilise its descent, the voice broken in fear, ‘Flight Leader…Starboard engine damage sustained…outer hull weakening!’
 
   The flight lieutenant clicked his microphone frantically, ‘Return to base number four, fly low through atmospheric debris for cover!’
 
   Static soared as the fighter fell from covert radio range, the young pilot seeing the flashing display before him as the craft deployed safety measures, isolating his fuel cells and limiting exposure to the damaged engine. The cockpit spun as the silver vessel bounced against the upper atmosphere, blast visors deploying across the transparent surfaces as flames and heat seared the bright silver sides. Tears filled his eyes as the cockpit went dark, seeming to entomb him as the craft spun and bucked, turning over on its back in the intense pressure of re-entry. Then the lights flickered and shone, the power re-established after isolation of the damaged parts, the vessel flipping and descending through the pressure. The metal around him shrieked and screamed, sparks flying from the wings and fuselage as the small craft swept through the atmosphere ring, the sudden silence indicating he was descending through the sky above Zaxon B. The blast shields swept back, the craft’s remaining engine surging in power to correct the descent and the pilot feverishly tapped his controls, yanking the stick to level as the scorched fighter swept along, three hundred metres above the planet’s surface. His eyes widened as he saw the ground rockets rising after him, the craft having emerged over Morgon lines, a computerised alarm filling his ears, ‘Missile Lock! Missile Lock!’
 
   He weaved the stick, increasing power to the remaining engine in an attempt to escape the pursuing missiles and rockets, the computerised voice seeming to escalate as the projectiles neared their target. His teeth clenched, he pulled back on the stick hard, the fighter soaring into the heavens once more as debris broke from the damaged rear engine, flares cascading from the tail as blasts rocked the craft from below. He levelled briefly, then spun the craft to the side hard, the hull screeching once more as alarms filled the cockpit, the silver sides scorched and pitted from battle damage. Banking back, the last of the flares exploded behind him, the remaining missiles igniting in their ferocity as the engine cut out, stalling.
 
   The wind whistled around him, the craft beginning to descend once more as he tapped the control panel, his body soaked in sweat beneath his flight suit. The engine fired…then silence, the angle of descent increasing as he frantically repeated the process. A burble of power from behind as the craft shook, a burst of fire from the remaining engine as it gained some thrust, the vessel jolting violently as he clenched his hands around the stick. The radio burbled in his ear, a startled voice recognising his identity and shouting at him, ‘This is Zaxon B control, Morasat Field…Viper fighter four, proceed for emergency landing…we have visual…keep high altitude, enemy is below you! Bring your fighter home…’ 
 
   The young pilot sighed, his body exhausted from adrenalin and emotion as the craft sped towards the planet’s capital, smoke billowing from the rear of the vessel. His voice was hoarse and dry, ‘Affirmative Morasat Base…Viper Four incoming…I am damaged and will struggle to land…’
 
    
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara swore under his breath, his craft buffeting violently as explosions rocked the space around him. The five remaining pilots behind were struggling to maintain the attack formation, the flashes all around their cockpits as the blast shields deployed across their vision automatically. The speakers crackled, their commander’s voice grim, ‘Forward into Oblivion…our time is now!’
 
   Another sleek craft rose up from the formation, flames pouring from its engines as the young pilot screamed in vain, the explosion tearing the vessel to pieces as fragments shattered against the other craft sweeping towards the warships. Anjara’s voice surged through their headphones as the targeting systems across their screens flashed red, multiple circles indicating individual points to attack, ‘Fighters sweep upwards, torpedoes fire on my mark…’ 
 
   Screeching across the hulls indicated the shrapnel field they swept through, the blasts all around them shaking the small craft as they drew into firing range, the computerised voices echoing through their cockpits, ‘Enemy mine deployment…incoming fighter presence detected…’
 
   Anjara’s eyes narrowed, the red dots spreading across his control panel as the warships fired mines out towards them, a Morgon fighter wing recalled to deal with the oncoming threat. His jaw tensed, the scarred facial tissue stretching painfully as he pulled back on the stick, the fighter soaring upwards as it bounced on explosive blasts. His eyes dropped to the screen, flashes illuminating the cockpit through the tiny slits in the blast shields, his voice croaking in terror, ‘Fire all!’
 
   The Morgon turret guns spun upwards, the crew manned weapons mistakenly targeting the nearest attacking craft as the three fighters with torpedoes swept onwards, their pilots clicking the release buttons. The engines on the torpedoes glowed, then fired…flames surging from beneath the silver scorched wings as the missiles swept forward, the three fighter pilots pushing their sticks forward to pass beneath the Warship ahead, accelerating dramatically.
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara disabled his blast shields, straining his body upwards to look below as the fighter spiralled upwards, the glow from the missiles sweeping towards the starboard side of the warship. Flashes filled his vision, the fighter next to him disappearing in a ball of flame as the turret guns scored a direct hit, debris crashing against the side of his craft as he winced.
 
   Two torpedoes hit mines, the flashes ripping through space as the high explosive missiles detonated. The other four swept onwards, passing through the blast wave and hurtling towards their target. The warship’s smaller defensive lasers opened fire, blue low energy blasts filling the space near the massive craft as the automated guns reacted to the oncoming torpedoes. 
 
    
 
   The loading bay was full of Morgon shock infantry, boarding the dropships preparing to attack Alexion One. The gravitational shield protecting the dock glowed green as one of the engineers stared out towards the exterior flashes and numerous blue laser blasts, his nervousness rising as the gunfire increased dramatically. Black armoured troops filed past him onto the nearest darkened craft as he moved from side to side to gain a better view, his concern escalating. 
 
   Briefly glimpsing a tiny craft sweep downwards, the lights from stars catching on its silver hull, the engineer shrieked in alarm, the bright flash outside the bay opening alerting him to the danger as the gravitational field flickered. His mind processed the bright light that swept into the cargo bay, the torpedo speed preventing any movement as the fetid and stale air movement was briefly realised, the massive explosion searing and engulfing all the figures at the right end of the long bay. Craft and fuel ignited, the explosions rocking the warship as two more torpedoes swept inwards, their detonations vaporising the awaiting infantry and crews as the engineer’s body disintegrated. Dropships and re-arming fighters exploded, adding to the fireball that swept and consumed the loading bay. The gravitational protective field compromised, body parts and debris were blown out into space, the automated guns spinning as they fired to clear the obstructions, blue energy blasts pouring from all the starboard guns.
 
   Anjara grinned, the explosions running half the length of the warship, his hand clicking the microphone again as he shouted, ‘Good strike! Regroup on the far side…Morgon fighters incoming! They won’t be happy! Keep flying outwards and bank left…avoid the other warship!’
 
   The reply was innocent and inexperienced, ‘Viper Three…Did we stop them Flight Leader?’ The tone rose in desperate response to an explosion off the fighter’s wing, ‘We have lost Viper Seven…she is going down…’
 
   Flight Lieutenant Anjara shook his head in frustration, wincing as explosions from the upper warship guns began, ‘Viper Seven…return to the surface! Keep low!’ He pushed his stick further, accelerating the craft to maximum speed over the warship, the engine lights on his control panel surging red.
 
   The return voice was full of emotion as the stricken fighter broke up below, ‘She’s gone Sir…Viper Seven is gone!’
 
   Anjara gulped air, the emotion twisting his stomach as he struggled to contain his voice, ‘Keep focus Viper Flight! Regroup on the far side of the warship, bank left and rise, we will fly above them to return and defend Alexion One!’ He hesitated, then pressed his microphone button again, ‘Viper Three…we disabled one in four of their bays…keep sharp…our battle is just beginning!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven: Rout of the Morgons?
 
    
 
   To the east of Morasat, the Blue Leopard armoured infantry charged towards the upper sides of the ravine, single manned gyrocopters sweeping above them to fire down on the stricken enemy. The piloted camouflaged craft were lightly armoured, concentrating on speed rather than durability, four cornered whirring blades above keeping the precision attack pieces airborne. Their pilots or sky troopers would lie face down in the craft, manoeuvring the vessel with their legs and feet and the four high powered laser weapons with their hands. Most of the craft were adaptable to carry a single explosive charge, required to be dropped quickly to ensure the small craft could maintain the highest speeds. 
 
   The explosive charge could also be replaced with supplies or even a soldier, establishing a mobile airborne unit if the machines were available in high enough numbers, though slower moving with the heavier payload. Should the craft sustain damage, the pilot could opt to eject downwards or be automatically released, the heavy body armour designed to protect the individual as much as possible and considering the vessel would be flying at reasonably low altitude…or soon would be if damaged. The small vessels could also adapt to other uses.
 
   The blue piped uniform figures instinctively lowered and dropped to a crouch as they approached the scorched rock edge, the rising smoke and billowing dust obscuring their vision as the visors surged red. High pressure grenades fell all along the ravine walls onto any survivors below, the heavy assault rifle muzzles flashing at red dotted targets through the mirk.
 
   The explosions shook the rock walls, blast waves tossing body parts and debris into the air as the Blue Leopards continued to fire out into the dust. Several rock falls continued along the damaged low cliffs, any surviving defenders below being either killed in the explosions or buried under heavy rock. 
 
   South Korean marines and the American soldiers joined their new allies, their lower powered rifles cracking in unison with the bursts from the higher powered weapons. The Blue Leopard commander raised his hand to his ear, shouting into his microphone to the gyro choppers above, ‘Give me a situation…what is below? Are the Morgon’s still in capable numbers?’
 
   The seventeen choppers swept through the smoke, rising in altitude to avoid ground fire, their reconnaissance leader scanning the screen on the inside front fuselage as red dots flashed below, the smoke still obscuring his visual cameras. His voice tense, the lead sky trooper replied, ‘Numerous ground forces shown…they seem to be in full retreat…calling down one artillery salvo to clear you a path…’
 
   Commander Malikkas of the Blue Leopards smiled briefly, hearing the artillery coordinates in his earpieces and indicating to the men around him as he raised his voice, ‘Wait for the salvo…then we move forward! Our time is now!’
 
   The choppers swept round in a wide arc, the leader turning to examine the base of the rock face as others hovered, their lasers charging to fire on the enemy below as sporadic fire broke out, tracers beginning to rise blindly upwards in response to the sound of their whirring rotors. The leader’s eyes widened as the smoke cleared, broken walkers and shattered bodies covering all along the base of the low cliff walls. The smouldering destroyed machinery having collapsed on the accompanying Silak infantry, several bodies simply crushed then broken further by the numerous explosions.
 
   Black Morgon armoured bodies lay along the track, the forward infantry unit decimated by artillery and the proximity mines. Many corpses were smouldering, a few wounded moving limply amongst the dead, their minds and injuries preventing many from comprehending what had happened. The occasional explosion rocked the bodies, ammunition detonating or individuals priming grenades for their own destruction as trained. Several flashes from rifle muzzles could be seen, lone soldiers shooting themselves or comrades as they realised the Trevakian victors were close, their broken frames unable to provide an adequate resistance.
 
   Explosions rocked the terrain to the east, the artillery salvo falling amongst the fleeing Morgons and Silaks as the leader pulled his craft round, the small camouflaged flying vessel turning in the air as it hovered, puffs of smoke filling the terrain as grenades ignited, the enemy attempting to hide their numbers or retreat.
 
   The gyro chopper leader flicked his microphone, ‘Blue Leopard One…move forward. Cautious advance, enemy employing smoke…it could be a trap!’
 
   The Blue Leopard commander turned to his men, nodding to Lieutenant Kim of the South Korean Blue Marine Division next to him, ‘Advance…keep down…enemy is still ahead! Establish numbers and capability, then report…we need to break through!’
 
   The armoured uniforms rose, several dropping ropes to scramble down the rock face, the foul stench of burning and dead flesh rising to meet them as they descended. Kim spun round, the remains of his unit behind him, several bloodied or bruised as he noticed Jozefina Kapralova approach, selecting English for her benefit, ‘Move up with the Leopards…’ He indicated to the Heathrow volunteer leader, ‘You with me…keep your men and women with my unit!’
 
   Jozefina nodded obediently, turning to the escorting Trevakian with her, ‘Move them up…we advance behind our allies and do what they say at all times…no attempts at heroics!’ 
 
   The Trevakian rose his fist to his chest, winking beneath his visor, ‘Our marine units are moving up too and on the flanks…we will drive them back!’
 
   The female commander shrugged, grinning ironically, ‘Not sure we will…more like the heavily armoured troops will advance with us supporting behind…but let’s give it a go anyway!’
 
    
 
   The gyro copters swept high across the terrain, dense smoke covering the landscape below as the pilots stared into their screens, the leader clicking his microphone again, ‘Blue Leopard One, visibility zero…sensors indicate enemy seems to be moving back, covering their retreat.’ His voice rose in excitement, ‘Move forward! Fighter reconnaissance will engage all defensive ground targets!’ The gyro copters swept across the smoke filled sky, lasers flickering and firing into the mirk below, their auto targeting cutting down any identified threats through the smoke, the intense power slicing through bodies as they darted back and forth across the terrain.
 
   As the whirring blades above become more distant to the east, gunfire and explosions erupted to the north and south. The forward Trevakian marine units engaging an almost intact enemy with their infantry and hover tanks, the quad guns of the armoured cars blasting the Morgon and Silak defensive positions as the Trevakians charged forward. 
 
    
 
   Jozefina scrambled down the rope, her legs jarring against the rock face as she winced. Reaching the bottom, she stumbled to her knees amongst the bodies, her frame drawing back in terror as she saw the intertwined smouldering corpses along the track. Her visor flashed red, several dots appearing as the mortally wounded shuffled amongst their dead allies, gunfire ringing out as the Trevakians lowered rifles and shot their enemies at point blank range. 
 
   Body parts, shattered armour and weapons lay deep on either side, some of the corpses still twitching as the final signs of life ebbed from their bodies. Gunfire erupted to the east as Blue Leopard forward units made contact with the stubborn Morgons, assuming a fighting retreat as they lay in wait for the advancing enemy.
 
   Lieutenant Kim reached down and pulled Jozefina upwards, his voice a hiss beneath the visor as he saw the horror on her face, ‘They are shooting the wounded because they never surrender…let them live and they will fire at us from behind, or detonate grenades as we pass…some of the North Koreans used to do the same.’
 
   Jozefina spun round to stare at him, her voice shaking, ‘B-but its barbarism…killing wounded when they could be taken prisoner…’
 
   Kim shook his head in disbelief as Rees struggled to the bottom of the rope behind them, ‘Prisoners to where? The Trevakians are struggling to hold the line, let alone spare troops to guard prisoners…especially prisoners that will use every opportunity presented to kill one of our allies…or us!’ The South Korean glanced round as Rees retched behind them, his sides shaking as he vomited at the stench and sight, Kim pointing to him, ‘Get your staf…soldiers, and let’s move forward…the Blue Leopards are ahead now…if we fall behind, they are unsupported.’ He turned, indicating to the soldiers stood in dumbfounded silence on the bloodied track, his voice rising, ‘Move up…stop staring and follow the Trevakians and Leopards…we need to demonstrate our support!’
 
   Several South Koreans saluted, some Heathrow Battalion staff nodding silently and turning to jog east, the gunfire rising in the distance as weakened smoke swept over them. Jozefina grimaced obediently, her determination rising to suppress her emotional state as she strained her voice, ‘Heathrow Battalion to me…we move forward now!’
 
    
 
   Commander Malikkas was running with the other Blue Leopards, his frame lowered and large assault rifle raised as they overcame each small isolated defensive position the Morgon commander had organised as a fighting retreat. Having already lost four soldiers, his anger was rising, his hand slapping against the side of his helmet, ‘Blue Leopard One to recon…where is my support? We are losing troops down here to their retreat tactics!’
 
   The voice burbled through the earpiece, ‘Understood Blue Leopard One, returning to clear ground…we were sweeping your advance route…’
 
   Malikkas gritted his teeth in frustration, ‘I don’t care…just clear the way…there are too many traps!’
 
   Nine of the gyro copters peeled off on command, banking sharply to sweep the ground in front of the Blue Leopards. The lead flight operative stayed with his forward copters, hovering as their lasers blasted energy into the thick swirling smoke below, scything through armoured bodies as they scored direct hits. 
 
   The Blue Leopards surged forward, seeing the laser flashes through the thick smoke, their unit slowly becoming disorientated as the puffs of smoke mortar shells exploded to their front, the pace reducing in caution. 
 
   Commander Malikkas gritted his teeth, red dots swirling around his visor as the targeting system struggled to identify potential threats, the smoke seeming to thicken further. Sporadic fire broke out to either side as his armoured troops engaged potential foes, the soldiers around him tensed and lowered in anticipation. Further lasers flashed through the smoke, bright lights briefly illuminating the shroud as dots disappeared from his visor. Then he tensed, hearing the distant crumps of artillery from the east, his voice rising in intensity, ‘Enemy artillery! Take cover!’
 
   His men dropped to the snow covered earth, pressing their helmets into the cold as they waited in apprehension. The gyro choppers swept above them, circling and firing on the targeted red dots below through the swirling shroud. The commander’s eyes opened widely as he lay there, smoke billowing around their prone bodies as the distant shrieks of hatred seemed to taunt them. 
 
   The explosions rocked the terrain, falling ahead of the Blue Leopards, their bodies shuddering as the dirt and debris fell and smashed to earth around them. The smoke darkened, dust filling the swirling air with particles to create further density. The propellers above whirred, the pilots circling in the gloom as they stared into their screens, attempting to identify further targets amongst the flashes of detonations.
 
   Then the area fell eerily silent, smoke swirling around the prone figures as Commander Malikkas stared out into the mirk, the light beginning to fade. The earpiece burbled, ‘Blue Leopard One, limited enemy troop movement ahead…proceed with your unit Sir!’
 
   The commander rose to his feet, indicating to the soldiers on either side, his voice rising in the failing light, ‘Forward! Our time is now!’
 
    
 
   Jozefina had dropped to her knees as she heard the muffled explosions ahead, Lieutenant Kim doing the same and gathering the soldiers around them as they knelt before the wall of thick smoke, the tentacles seeming to reach out towards them. The visors all swept clear, light blue colours filling the vision of the soldiers as the white smoke began to sweep over their figures, sporadic gunfire breaking out further to the east as the Blue Leopards advanced. Distant rotor blades swirled the rising smoke, the gyro choppers circling to examine the terrain below.
 
   Lieutenant Kim raised his arm, glancing round at the apprehensive surrounding soldiers as he shouted, ‘Blue Dragons forward…Heathrow volunteers behind!’
 
   The soldiers rose in unison, gunfire breaking out to the distant north and south east as Trevakian marine forces encountered further enemy positions, the tanks blasting forward as the Morgons and their allies rose and ran back in defensive retreat.
 
   The South Korean Blue Dragon marines and Heathrow volunteers ran forward, stumbling in the smoke and across the debris of war as they progressed, adrenalin and breathlessness rising as they clutched their weapons across their chests, the pace increasing as they spread out across the ground before them.
 
    
 
   The forward gyro copters swept round and round, meticulously inspecting the smokeless terrain below and into the distant landscape to the east. Four hamlets lay some distance away, their inhabitants, defending Trevakian marines and human forces now cut off. Having formed defensive perimeters in the low one and two storey buildings, the soldiers awaited rescue, their radio communications severed as they sat in four separate small ‘hedgehog’ positions. The first circular position only six clicks east of the gyro copters.
 
   The flight leader spoke softly over his radio, his caution rising, ‘Clear next sector…move east!’ The small speakers burbled in his cramped craft, the rest of the forward reconnaissance acknowledging his command as they peeled away at an angle, their screens clearing of sighted enemy threat for some distance. 
 
    
 
   The Blue Leopards emerged suddenly from the smoke, the dull light causing their visors to darken slightly as they advanced half crouched across the terrain, their weapons sweeping from side to side. Passing destroyed small Morgon defensive positions, they cautiously glanced into the slit trenches and improvised pits, the smouldering body parts and shattered equipment evidence of the powerful lasers above. 
 
   A cool breeze enveloped them, the distant firing to north and south echoing across the landscape as they saw the billowing black smoke cloud and plumes along the horizon. Moving forward, the strategically spaced line of over five hundred Blue Leopards advanced past burning equipment and smouldering scorched bodies, the snow scarred and terrain burnt with war as dust blew across their figures, their heads turned against the rising wind.
 
   Commander Malikkas dropped to one knee, indicating for his men to stop, his eyes narrowing as the visor swept upwards. Retrieving his binoculars from his lower chest plate, he raised them to his eyes, the zoom sweeping across the distant terrain, the lenses almost clear as he panned from right to left. His second in command ran half-crouched along the line towards him from the south, his eyes widened, ‘See anything Sir?’
 
   Malikkas turned to the side, still looking through his glasses as the auto-zoom searched the horizon, his voice dismissive, ‘That’s just it, I don’t…very strange, and suspicious.’
 
   The second in command nodded, trusting his commander’s judgement completely, ‘Shall I go ahead with a small reconnaissance group?’
 
   The Blue Leopard commander shook his head, the whirling blades above them sweeping past as several more gyro-copters advanced across the grey sky. His helmet turning against the rising wind, he hissed at his second in command, ‘The dust storms are building and it is getting dark…we should push on towards the first village or we will be stuck in this open land overnight.’
 
   The second officer nodded grimly, ‘Very well, I will move my section out to cover your southern flank, try and make contact with the marines…B Company can cover the north and your unit can push towards the first village?’
 
   Commander Malikkas grimaced, nodding, ‘That’s the idea…we are too thinly spread though…’ He glanced round, ‘Get the reserves behind us to fill the gaps…’ He glanced down at the frozen snow, his suspicion mounting.
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Kim was jogging next to Jozefina, the smoke thinning as the soldiers moved forward after the Blue Leopards. Emerging from the dispersing shroud, they slowed as the bodies and destroyed positions around them became evident, the soldiers staring in morbid curiosity at the groupings of smouldering corpses, abandoned and destroyed equipment in the fading light.
 
   As their visors cleared, they saw the armoured troops ahead, the soldiers kneeling or half crouched as they glanced around cautiously. Copters swept across the sky, re-checking the rear areas and gaps in the line as the central units began to move closer together again, consolidating their position and advance.
 
   As the breathless Jozefina approached Commander Malikkas, she slowed to a walk, seeing the Blue Leopard studying a map on the ground with his second in command. She dropped to a crouch next to them, the soldiers nodding a greeting as her visor swept upwards. Glancing at the electronic map rising in the commander’s hands, her eyes widened as Kim dropped next to her.
 
   Malikkas turned, his voice low, ‘The line is spread thinly and I am concerned if the enemy counterattack, we will not be able to hold them. The Trevakian marines to the north and south are strong units, but they are using our reserves so we have little to spare.’ His jaw hardened, ‘We will have to move your reserve troops up to cover the gaps just in case.’ He hesitated as Jozefina nodded cautiously, then continued, ‘Split your force in two with an equal dispersal of the South Koreans. Move half to the south and the other half to the north on either side of my men. Hold back and move forward behind us…do you understand?’
 
   Jozefina nodded, ‘No problem…’ She indicated to Lieutenant Kim, ‘Looks like we have work to do…let’s go!’ They lunged upwards, running at a half crouch back to the waiting South Korean and volunteer troops, Rees watching them come, his nervousness rising as he licked his lips.
 
    
 
   The flight leader manoeuvred his gyro copter back and forth along the line, checking the forward units that advanced across the terrain through his external cameras in the fading light. Shaking his head in frustration, he realised how thin the line was, the differing units disorientated and slowly having split apart in the dense smoke. The normal back up and rapid light armour support units for the Blue Leopards now deployed to the north and south to supplement the Trevakian marine advance rather than behind their armoured infantry.
 
   Becoming increasingly curious, he swung the controls, sweeping out before his unit, their copters hovering as they awaited the infantry on the ground to catch them up. Two gyros swept after him, keen to accompany and protect their commander as he surged forward, his screen now showing the darkening terrain below in graphic simulation.
 
   The lead copter buffeted in the growing wind, the pilot realising they had limited time left in air support before the machines would have to land to recharge their cells, his concern rising that the flying conditions were becoming more treacherous. 
 
   Then his breath caught, the screen suddenly surging red in front of his eyes. Numerous dots appeared on the ground in a line, the Morgon heads rising from beneath their deep emplacements, more appearing from concealed cover behind. His eyes widening further as he noticed the distant red mass approaching above the ground, his realisation of the source spurring him to twist the controls, the small craft banking sharply as the two copters behind rose in emergency avoidance.
 
   He frantically clicked his microphone as missile alerts appeared on the rear screen, his voice breaking to alert the Blue Leopard ground units two clicks behind, ‘Multiple enemy signals…concealed dug in ground units sighted with substantial support sighted.’ He swallowed hard, seeing the screen flash continuously before him, the missiles nearing, ‘Copters land to provide anti-air role….Morgon sky wingers inbound!’
 
    
 
   Commander Malikkas raised his glasses, his eyes narrowing as the three copters in the distance exploded, the flashes lighting up the dark sky as the burning fragments fell to earth. The surviving copters above swept downwards, the lower doors opening automatically to allow the soldiers to exit. The troopers struggled from their craft, turning and tapping furiously on the remote screens on their armour. Quad legs slowly extended from the base of the copters as they rose up, eventually standing erect, their four lasers swinging upwards as the uppers half of the machine began to rotate. The Blue Leopards had deployed their anti-air and ground capability.
 
   Malikkas shouted across his men, glancing round frantically, ‘Morgon sky wingers incoming, protect the flak and keep down, find cover if you can!’ He turned to shout at the startled volunteers and South Koreans behind, ‘Move up to our men, form protective circles around the copter guns!’ As he spun back, he raised his glasses once more, the zoom scanning the dark terrain, multiple distant red dots beginning to appear on both the ground and above. He bit his lips in frustration, his men were in open ground and facing a strong enemy attack…it was a defensive trap, the Morgon commander now appearing to be a very cunning adversary. Tapping his microphone, he shouted into the comms circuit on open channel, ‘Blue Leopards facing multiple ground and airborne forces, requesting immediate support…’
 
   Jozefina turned to their Trevakian escort as they lunged forward, the Blue Leopards beginning to form circles around the erect laser quads, their helmet visors lowering as they scanned the darkening sky with weapons raised. Her voice rising in fear, she shouted at the marine, ‘What are these sky wingers?’
 
   The Trevakian marine slowed to join the nearest anti-air gun defence, indicating for her to join him as Lieutenant Kim ran to another with Rees, ‘They are airborne armoured infantry…with their own guns and lasers or acid weapons on each side wing, quite vicious and very frightening. As long as we stay next to the copter guns we should be safe…run and they will pick us off…they are deadly at night! Keep your men together…and close by!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight: In search of nourishment
 
    
 
   Captain Dugachard turned to Riaz as they neared the edge of the petrified forest, the injured Asian now shivering uncontrollably as he glanced at her painfully, her voice attempting to reassure him, ‘Your suit’s capability is exhausted…we will get you to the Supply Base medical facility as soon as we can…just keep going for me!’ He nodded, wincing in response as the bruised muscles, chipped bones and fractures began to become even more painful. Muffled gunfire and explosions echoed through the forest, the Red Leopards assuming defensive positions and digging in.
 
   Dugachard glanced at Debra and Shino, indicating to Riaz, the two slowly placing their arms round him in encouragement as he sniffed, a whimper escaping from his mouth as their arms began to support him. Shino shook her head in despondency, seeing near tears in his eyes as the agony become even more excruciating, ‘I had no idea you were in so much pain…you are very brave!’ 
 
   Debra grasped his upper arm giving it a fond squeeze, ‘He was bashed around a bit…’ She glanced at Tregan, Is there nothing we can give him?’ The Trevakian shook his head silently.
 
   They passed dejected soldiers and miners sat by the side of the single track, Captain Dugachard turning to the small groups, ‘You keep going…apparently the Supply Depot is only a couple of clicks ahead, I am going to gather all the troops and militia I can…I will see you for a warm meal later.’ She glanced up, snow beginning to fall more heavily in the darkening sky, ‘Keep your pace up…this night will be very cold…we all need to be at the base by then.’
 
   They trudged on, Riaz beginning to gradually lean of Shino’s smaller frame for support as the increasing agony ebbed his strength. Behind them, the captain was shouting firmly at the demoralised men and women, her hands on her hips defiantly, ‘Get Up! I want two ranks formed…collect the stragglers from the surrounding area…a Supply Base is ahead with warm food and sleeping quarters! We keep moving…or the cold will overcome us all! My troopers only die from enemy fire…now move!’ Slowly the bedraggled figures stared blankly up at her, struggling to their feet and shuffling into a group.
 
   The rocks rose up on either side of the snowed track, high jagged edges reached into the darkening sky as they trudged on. Gradually they emerged into a barren landscape, the ice crunching beneath their boots as they struggled forward. Flashes in the atmosphere above demonstrated the intensity of the air war as the blackness of space could be glimpsed between the swirling clouds. The land around was broken by the occasional naked tree, the wood frozen and cracked bark glistening in the poor light. Clouds of exhaled breath began to hang around them as the air chilled further, the land declining into a depression below as the rocks and frozen gullies extended to either side. Above the jagged snow topped mountains ahead a distant moon glowed, the rings around it glistening through space from the light as it faded from the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
   The track forked ahead, a broken sign indicating to the left in the direction of Morasat, seventy clicks away Tregan explained, a makeshift sign pointing to the right showing the way to the supply depot, the track descending further as the light faded to darkness. Distant burning torches through the gloom and tentacles of low freezing mist provided a welcoming approach to a possible warm meal and medical assistance as they struggled on.  Debra pointed at the burning flames, attempting to raise spirits, ‘See…not far now. Soon we will have a warm place to sleep…and some medical attention for Riaz.’
 
   They trudged on further, soldiers and miners from behind beginning to overtake the slow moving party as the numerous dancing flames got nearer. Riaz was now shivering uncontrollably, his teeth chattering as he winced in pain, his injuries becoming even more agonising as the last of his combat uniforms support faded.
 
   Struggling past the flickering torches, the reflections dancing across their grime covered uniforms and faces, the lights of the Supply Depot came into view. A small hamlet had been converted to provide food and ammunition for the forward forces, the seven or eight one storey decrepit buildings complimented by numerous darkened resin tents and low blocks, lights flickering within from the battery and power cells. 
 
   Trevakian marines stood on sentry at the two entrances to the hamlet, thickened winter padded jackets above their inflated combat uniforms, the suits filtering warmth across the soldiers’ bodies when a lower temperature was sensed. The night sentries were supplied with full helmet additions, the bulging lower attachment supplying additional oxygen and power to the suits below. 
 
   As they approached, a sentry moved forward, lights glowing on the sides of his headwear as he reached forward to help them, his voice distorted beneath his helmet, ‘Move to the right for the medical facility…there is a queue, but we should get your injured man seen to soon. Have you eaten?’
 
   Shino shook her head, her eyes sullen from the deep penetrating cold as Debra helped Riaz forward, Tregan gently grasping his other arm. The sentry seemed to stare at her, his helmet cocking to one side, ‘From earth?’
 
   The Philippine nodded, staring blankly back at him as he gestured to her, ‘You have the signs of exposure…the oxygen is too low here for your bodies. I will take you to the food distribution point, you can get food for the others…’ He smiled briefly, ‘When did you last eat?’
 
   Shino shrugged with exhaustion, her eyes seeming to struggle to focus, her breathing shallow, ‘I-I don’t know…’ 
 
   Her mind seemed confused, the marine nodding in understanding, ‘Yes exposure and low oxygen levels, we will soon correct that…’ He grasped her arm, feeling her body sag slightly, the exertion of supporting Riaz having drained her physically, ‘First to the medical facility then for you…then some food.’
 
   Walking behind Riaz and the other two, Shino listened to the sentry speak, his nodding to the other guards indicating where they were heading, ‘I never thought I would meet your kind…our new allies. I learnt your language well, and was then posted here…’ He grinned briefly, ‘Thought I had wasted my time…still I am glad I did now. Most of the supply troops will not speak your language, it was only frontline soldiers and medical personnel that were instructed to do so.’ Raising his voice, he pointed to a row of rectangular resin tents ahead, the torches flickering outside, ‘Head for there, the first tent will place you in order of priority…’ Tregan glanced round, nodding his understanding.
 
   Reaching the entrance to the first low prefabricated resin building, they noticed the medical personnel were dressed in padded fatigues. Several low mechanised beds sat in each structure, their patients lying still as green lights pulsed across their bodies. A number had bullet wounds, the healing process taking far longer and thus creating the queue that shuffled to the side slightly as they approached. 
 
   A lead medical orderly approached, nodding to them as he stared intently at Riaz, seeming to study the injured human. He extended a gloved hand to support the drooping chin and staring into the patient’s dilated eyes. Glancing across his cracked shoulder armour and blood soaked tunic he sighed, ‘Not the best welcome to an alliance, human…’ He shouted over his shoulder, ‘Human exposure and oxygen deprivation, probable multiple fractures and concussion…’ A medic ran forward, seeming to smile triumphantly as the lead orderly glared at him, ‘What are you smiling at…this is one of our allies…wounded fighting the enemy!’
 
   The young medic shook his head innocently in apology as the rest looked on, ‘Sorry Sir! No offence intended, it’s just we have one bed programmed specifically for our human friends…I was happy it could be put to good use…’ He nodded his apology, grasping Riaz as he slumped forward, a groan of pain coming from his chest, ‘Come with me to the third tent…I will arrange food and new uniforms to be brought to you whilst you are treated.’ He hesitated, seeming to think, ‘I will also get one of the heated tents issued to you…’
 
   Debra stepped forward, her voice inquisitive, ‘How were you able to complete that diagnosis so quickly?’
 
   The orderly turned sharply, grinning, ‘Your computer information system…the internet I think you call it…has limited security and illuminating information.’ He shook his head, smirking further, ‘I have to say though, your social media is beyond comprehension…I have no thought process that can comprehend the nonsense you talk about one there!’ He laughed out loud, ‘I managed to gain an account for specialist learning purposes, ‘Facebook’ is very amusing…your culture is deteriorating!’
 
    
 
   Debra sat cross legged on the inflated floor of the recently automatically erected tent, the pleasant and welcome warmth beginning to seep through her new uniform and into her skin. Heated lanterns ran along the length of the roof, their glows warming the still air further as the airport supervisor stared across at Shino. The young Philippine’s shoulders were shaking, tears in her eyes as she stared across the heat retentive resin walls. The four beds were well furnished, heated cushioned mattresses filled with comforting down and complimented by their military sleeping bags, the red leopard emblem emblazoned across the covers. 
 
   The airport supervisor shuffled across the floor, resting a comforting arm on Shino’s shoulder, the girl sobbing as Debra gritted her teeth. Shino glanced at her, tears dripping from her chin as she sobbed, ‘Sam is gone…we are heaven knows where and in a war that we can’t even comprehend…how did that happen? I was on duty at Heathrow a couple of days ago…we were concerned about the danger to our passengers when they flew and perhaps government tests…what happened? There are so many missing…and dead, what will happen next?’ Her voice rose in anguish as she glanced tearfully at her supervisor, ‘This is just too real! This feels like mad computer game…a virtual reality one…when will I wake up!’ Her shoulders shook violently, a hand rising to her eyes as the tears flowed uncontrollably.
 
   Debra pulled the shaking body to her, running her hand through the young Philippine’s matted hair reassuringly then stroking it firmly, ‘I don’t know babes, it seemed like a fun adventure at first…but now it is a whirlwind. The Trevakians lost so many soldiers in Contax Base…they are trying to look after us under very difficult circumstances.’ She sighed despondently, tears welling in her own eyes, ‘Perhaps its best you do not think too much about the past…our future seems here now…no matter what happens.’
 
   Shino’s head rose slowly, looking up into Debra’s eyes, ‘But how will we get home?’
 
   The airport supervisor shook her head, her thoughts drifting back towards the airport terminal and the other staff…her family, her voice seeming distant, ‘Perhaps this is our home now…we just stick together and survive this.’ She sniffed, a tear running down her cheek as she tensed her hand across Shino’s frame, ‘Come on…let’s get something to eat…we will feel better then.’
 
   Shino grimaced, nodding as she pushed herself upwards resolutely, retrieving a large resin red tin from the small pile next to them, her eyes staring blankly at the canister in frustration, ‘How the hell do we open these?’
 
   Debra grinned, ‘The quartermaster told me when I got them…’ Smiling at the Philippine’s choice, she chose her own, the blue outer casing seeming to glint in the light, her eyes straining across the symbols on the top, ‘They are colour coded, red means hot…and I mean hot…are you sure you are going to be ok with that?’
 
   Shino glanced round, her expression irritated. Then she grinned, realising the pointlessness, dismissing her thoughts, ‘You chose blue, I chose red…we share and see what we have. What’s in them?’
 
   The airport supervisor looked up and smiled at her briefly, ‘Stew apparently and vegetarian to suit all palettes. Apparently the Trevakians eat very little meat…that may perhaps explain their physiques and fitness.’ She indicated to the metal alloy supply box in the centre of the tent, ‘We simply smack the tin against something hard and it cooks itself…I think Heinz or Cross and Blackwell would like this technology.’
 
   The Philippine grinned, wiping a tear from her eye as she nodded, leaning forward and cracking the red tin against the metal alloy, the shrill sound resounding across the resin walls. He turned to face Debra, her eyes widening in amazement as she looked down at the canister, ‘It’s glowing red hot…wow, this is cool stuff!’
 
   Debra smacked her own tin off the metal plate, smiling widely as the canister grew intensely warm in her hand. Slowly she peeled the top away, warm steam engulfing her features as Shino copied her action, the aroma of cooked food filling the tent. Glancing around the hot blue canister, she pulled a resin spatula from the side, dipping it into the stew and tentatively raising the brown mush to her mouth to sniff. Slipping it into her mouth, she smiled at the intense flavour, grinning to Shino, ‘This is good!’
 
   The Philippine grinned at the encouragement, retrieving the spatula and scooping a large quantity from her own container, depositing it hungrily into her mouth. Her eyes widened further, glistening in the light as they became moist and she coughed, ‘You weren’t joking…this is very hot! Spicy but nice…a little…a lot stronger than my mother’s cooking! Ok…a lot stronger!’ 
 
   Debra giggled as Shino wiped a hand across her nose, the Philippine’s eyes now watering, ‘You sure you can eat that?’
 
   Shino smiled back, her nose and eyes running, ‘I am Philippine…I can eat any spice!’ She extended her spatula expectantly, ‘Want to try? I bet Riaz will like this!’
 
   Debra shook her head dismissively, laughing as tears flowed down Shino’s face, her hand waving in mock defensive response, ‘We share a tent…best I stick to this or there may be rumblings in the night!’ She tossed a water canister to the Philippine, ‘There you go dribbles!’
 
    
 
   Tregan sat slumped next to the medical bed, staring at Riaz’s prone body on the rubber matting before him. The green scan lights swept across the young Asian’s frame, his eyes clamped shut after the heavy anaesthetic the selected medical suit had secreted into his skin. The Trevakian had been briefed as to the human’s injuries which were far worse than they had originally considered, the medical orderly shaking his head as he explained. The battering he had received in battle included fractured ribs and shoulder, chipped collar bone, mild concussion and exposure and some internal bleeding, the recovery time on the medical bed estimated at nearly four hours of human time. 
 
   He turned as Captain Dugachard stepped into the small tent, her slim frame covered in dust with smears across her face as she dusted frozen snow from her shoulders and hair. Exhausted blood shot eyes stared at him, her helmet held in her right hand as she indicated to the bed, ‘How much longer before he is up and about?’
 
   Tregan shrugged, rising to salute informally, ‘Another couple of their hours Sir…the medical machine should repair most of the damage if they have programmed it correctly. He will be a little sore, but they have adapted his new combat suit to alleviate any physical stress…’ His eyes dropped to the resin matted floor, blood specks smeared across its surface, ‘How long can we stay here…can we get the humans back to the safety of Alexion One?’
 
   The captain shook her head, ‘Unlikely…Alexion One is under direct attack…it’s not safe. It seems Morgon Warships are above us and a heavy battle is taking place…one we will probably lose.’ She sighed, shaking her head again in despondency, ‘We may find ourselves taking up permanent status here…and a short one at that! The humans have been unfortunately chosen to be here perhaps…the first casualties in a lost cause!’
 
   Tregan’s eyes widened as he glanced back at Riaz, a deep sigh coming from the medical bed, ‘I had no idea it was that bad.’ He grimaced, ‘So what will really happen to the humans, we need to protect them…get them away.’
 
   Captain Dugachard gritted her teeth in irritation, ‘I feel as much responsibility for them as you do…Sam was a good soldier and he is gone now…the first human casualty on Zaxon B, and probably in this war.’ She stared the Trevakian marine in the eyes, ‘You have lost Mrin, and the humans have lost their friend, perhaps that brings you closer together but it gives you no reason to be over protective. The war goes on…we cannot opt out, or choose for our allies to be spared from duty!’ 
 
   Her expression lightened seeing the marine tighten his jaw, ‘I have volunteered for us to take supplies further west…there is a military outpost there, a very quiet part of the front. It protects the small villages around and provides a policing presence. Beyond the outpost are mountain ranges, virtually impassable for troops and armour…we will move to that outpost, freeing up some of the Red Leopards and garrison there to move up and reinforce the front…’ She smiled briefly, ‘That is where the humans will be the safest…for the duration anyway. We can retreat into the mountains if the enemy breaks through although survival then will be very grim. I will assume command I believe, a full complement of almost sixty troops and reservists…’ The captain shook her head, ‘It seems to get less each time!’
 
   Tregan forced a weak grin, his blue eyes lightening slightly, ‘Good…when will we set off?’
 
   Captain Dugachard indicated to the prone Riaz behind him, ‘The middle of tomorrow’s day…or earlier, after he has had some rest and food and the supplies have been gathered. We should have a couple of transports and jeeps if they can be spared, then we will set off for Rangara Outpost.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine: The plight of Alexion One
 
    
 
   The space station above Zaxon B shuddered violently, flames surging through deck 74, incinerating any personnel in the outer corridors.
 
   Admiral Shadian screamed across the bridge, the red alarm lights flickering, ‘Damage Report now!’
 
   One of the operators glanced up, his eyes wide with shock, ‘Deck 74 breached…the enemy have concentrated their fire!’ He gulped, sparks flying across the room from shorting and damaged consoles as the lights failed, then slowly flickered to life again, ‘That’s where their shock troops will disembark Admiral! The hull is now compromised on 74!’
 
   Shadian raised his hand to his lips nervously, his mind running through a variety of scenarios. Then he spun round, pointing to the comms desks, his tone rising with adrenalin ‘All available personnel to deck 74…we try and keep them out.’ He drew a deep breath, ‘Engineering to 73 and 75, I want traps on 74…seal all doors other than one entrance and exit from the deck…if we can’t hold them, we contain them!’
 
   An operator rose from his seat cautiously, his eyes darkening with concern, ‘We have wounded on 73 Sir…shall I move them?’
 
   The Admiral nodded, all wounded to the lower transport hangars, if need be we evacuate to the surface…’ He glimpsed the look of horror on the comms officer’s face, ‘I know it will be dangerous, but rather danger than slaughter…what extras do we have?’
 
   A female comms officer shouted over the alarm signals, ‘Two hundred and fifteen trained reservists, seventy two volunteers and forty six marines in full battle dress Sir!’ She glanced down, ‘Several rear echelon and non-essentials are gearing up in the armoury…’ The female looked up again, ‘And two humans…’
 
   The station shook again, the blast smashing against the shields over floor 73, the Morgons attempting to widen their options. The station shuddered, the massive turret guns firing in unison from above and below the massive strucure, thick red energy lights sweeping out from the stricken station as the operators turned to stare at the viewing screen cameras. Blue laser light swept across the screen, the flack guns pelting energy out towards passing Morgon fighters as the battle raged on.
 
   The lead warship shuddered, flamed explosions impacting against the front hull protective screen, as flashes came from its front guns. Admiral Shadian stared wide eyed, ‘Brace!’ More flashes against the warship hull in the distance as he grimaced, the laser lights from the warship guns approaching rapidly. He spun round, ‘Fire more torpedoes…is there any damage to the enemy?’
 
   The first comms officer glanced up, his hands running across the screen in front of him, ‘Sensors report one of their space bays has received heavy damage…our torpedoes were shot from space Sir!’ The room shook, flames surging across the side of the station as the warship heavy lasers hit home, the comms officer looking up in alarm, ‘They are moving their targeting to our turrets Sir! Boarding vessels inbound…’ He glanced at the screen again, ‘They will make contact with the outer hull in twenty minutes!’
 
   Shadian staggered, the station shaking as debris from the breached floor swept out into space, his voice hoarse, ‘Flak guns target incoming craft…deploy all remaining droids!’
 
    
 
   The two American soldiers glanced at each other with rising concern as the space station shuddered again, Medics Barone and Brooks having missed the last transport to the surface of Zaxon B whilst assisting with the seriously wounded. Brooks grinned ironically as they continued carrying the stretcher, the wounded Trevakian passenger moaning loudly, ‘Have a rest at the American Embassy in London…a couple of guard duties and sightseeing after your strenuous tours of duty!’ 
 
   Barone grinned back at his more experienced tanned countryman, ‘They told me the same…guess we are not destined for the rest, but they understated the sightseeing…’ He indicated to the blast covered viewing window as they passed, ‘Never guessed I would see stuff like this during a posting to London! It’s amazing!’ He sniffed, ‘Where are you from?’
 
   Brooks looked him in the eye, smiling as the echo of the upper turret guns firing out swept through the station, ‘Near Chicago….you?’
 
   Barone grinned mischievously, ‘Michigan originally…we moved around a lot…’ His voice tailed off as footsteps approached, seeing the blue uniformed officer nearing them. 
 
   The Trevakian station captain moved to pass in the other direction, his face grim as he hesitated, seeing their body armour, ‘Move the casualty to the loading bay below, then head to the armoury…we need every available soldier on decks 73 through to 75! Which unit are you?’
 
   Barone nodded, ‘Yes Sir! We are combat medics, American detachment Sir! Fully weapons trained…’
 
   The officer nodded, indicating to the wounded man as several marines ran past in full body armour, atmospheric helmets obscuring their faces, ‘Thank you for your assistance…unfortunately, I feel more will be required. The enemy will attempt to land shock troops to secure the station…that will not happen!’
 
   Brooks shook his head, grinning defiantly, more soldiers running past, their boots squealing on the shiny station floor, ‘Not with us here Sir!’
 
    
 
   Blue laser lights swept towards the incoming dropships, the experienced Morgon pilots weaving their craft in attempt to avoid the dense defensive fire. Black fighters swept past the space station, attempting to draw the fire away from the transports, the beleaguered and outnumbered silver Trevakian fighters chasing or being pursued by the more numerous small enemy ships across the heavens.
 
   The remains of Viper squadron swept towards the enemy craft, Flight Commander Anjara clicking his microphone once more, his voice low and determined, ‘Follow my lead…First fighter with me…target the dropships, the remaining two keep their fighters off us!’ His earpiece clicked three times, the pilots now wide eyed and soaked in sweat as they glanced frantically around, fighters sweeping past in several directions as explosions and laser fire lit up their cockpits.
 
   Anjara pushed his stick forward, his silver star fighter shooting downwards as the three fighters behind followed. Black Morgon fighters tore past above, their pilots concentrating on avoiding the blue laser lights that swept outwards from Alexion One as the silver jets below accelerated, Anjara pulling back to fly directly towards the heavily protected dropships. Sparks surged along his guns, the high energy bolts shooting towards the dark grey vessels as the silver fighter ships pressed the attack home, Anjara shouting firmly into his microphone, ‘One sweep…keep firing and then carry forward. Bank right and left round the station and regroup on the other side…let the flak lasers take out the pursuing fighters!’
 
   Two dropships exploded, the lasers sweeping through the formation as Anjara gritted his teeth, shrapnel impacting against his hull as sparks swept across the thick glass cockpit, the blast screens deploying automatically. The black Morgon escorting fighters banked sharply, their engines glowing brightly as the pilots swept after the silver fighters, the chase rapidly approaching the space station.
 
   The flight leader screamed into his microphone, seeing the warning lights of multiple fighters behind in pursuit, ‘Close on Alexion One…it’s our only hope, there are too many of them!’
 
   Debris from shattered fighters and droids smacked against the remaining shields of the space station, the enemy warship guns now targeting the large upper defensive turrets as their dropships neared the target.
 
    
 
   Admiral Shadian stared at the viewing screen, the multiple images flashing as explosions rocked the near space of the station. Turning slowly, he called across the bridge, emotion in his voice, ‘Numerous enemy dropships approaching…deploy all remaining suicide droids now! This is it…our time is now!’
 
   The tense voice shouted back from the comms section, ‘Deploying droids immediately! Sixteen despatched Sir…there are seven more in final production!’
 
   Shadian turned, his face red with stress, ‘That’s not going to be enough…all bridge personnel adopt combat stance…have your weapons handy!’ He strode towards his own console, tossing his cap onto his chair and grasping his helmet, forcing it over his head, ‘Activate all defensive measures on decks 70 to 80…this is it Trevakians! It’s now or never…we defend to the last!’ 
 
   He grimaced as the station shuddered again, a comms officer shouting frantically, ‘Turret One out of action…direct hit!’ Her hands ran across the console, ‘Diverting all power to other turrets!’
 
    
 
   The sixteen automated droids swept from their housings on the upper exterior of the space station, the red pulsing lights on their cylindrical ends seeking out the nearest targets as they sped outwards from the massive orbiting vessel.
 
   The numerous Morgon dropships sped towards their target, buffeted and banking to avoid the laser flak guns and explosions. The lead ship bounced on a flak detonation, the pilot turning to stare at his co-pilot, the eyes in his helmet gleaming red as the craft swept forwards, Alexion One filling their viewing window, the large growling leopard’s emblem scorched and battered.
 
   Behind the cockpit, eight lines of Morgon shock troops sat awaiting their landing, their fearsome assault rifles attached to their rear body armour as they tensed for the final connection to the space station. White skull emblems were emblazoned across their black armour chest plates, their forked tongues sweeping across scaled lips in eager anticipation of the carnage ahead as red eyes glowed through the darkness.
 
   Four combat engineers sat at the end of the furthermost row, their black armoured helmets lined with grey jagged stripes for recognition purposes, body armour with razor sharp edged points. Carrying additional explosives and acid rifles, they were formidable opponents and experts at breaking into defensive positions.
 
   The dull clank above them on the exterior of the hull was dismissed as debris hitting the roof of the drop ship, the vessel bouncing once more as an explosion on the port side caused the pilot to react. Then the four engineers looked up, the muffled beeping gradually shortening until it became a continuous tone. The lead engineer rose upwards, a shriek of alarm filling the transporter cabin as the suicide droid detonated, its blast directed through the drop ship hull. Flames swept through the cabin as the hull buckled under stress, imploding and blowing the shattered and burning bodies out into space, several smashing against other drop ships as they neared the space station. 
 
   The droids clamped onto other hulls, their subsequent explosions wiping seven of the dropships from the first wave as torn bodies swept outwards into space, some shredded further by the rapid fire from the station flak guns. The remaining drop ships sped on, their crews nearing the outer hull of Alexion One, the Leopards snarling features somewhat blackened and scorched.
 
    
 
   Brooks and Barone staggered as the station shook again, flames surging across the hull as escaping oxygen ignited. Propelling themselves forward, their suits began to pump oxygen into their headsets instinctively as the sensors established the lowering oxygen levels. The combat suits transformed to light and dark grey, matching the station walls and ceiling as numerous sensors received the battle stations alarm from the Alexion One’s bridge. The whir of corridor lasers and machine guns filled the air, small upper wall compartments opening at regular intervals as the weapons deployed, their computerised systems completing readiness checks. 
 
   Several marines in full combat gear crouched ahead, their commander indicating to the new arrivals, his voice distorted through his helmet, ‘We move up onto 74 now…the hull is breached and the Morgons are near…complete weapons check and go!’
 
   The sound of assault rifles being readied echoed across the walls, the soldiers checking their ammunition counters and slapping new magazines into the housings. The commander activated a ladder from above as he shouted, ‘All lifts are isolated to these floors…the ladder compartments will be sealed if we have to retreat…’ His gloved hand rose to the side of his helmet as explosions echoed through the opening hatch above, the oxygen sweeping upwards as debris bounced through, being sucked out into space. His blue helmeted head turned to stare at the detachment of twenty six soldiers crouched in the passageway, ‘We stop them on the floor above…’ His voice tailed off as the loud clank swept through the opening, the sound of the first dropship anchoring itself to the space station side. Three more loud clanks followed, several explosions echoing as charges were placed to widen openings in the hull, the commander beckoning his first line, ‘Assume defensive positions, give the others time to reach you…’ He ducked instinctively as the sound of machine gun fire swept through the small opening, the automated corridor guns opening fire on the first movement, ‘First squad move!’
 
   The marines grunted in unison, lunging towards the ladder as sporadic fire broke out, the few defenders lodged in defensive positions in the outer corridor above firing at the openings as automated turrets whirred seeking targets.  As the marines climbed, several dull thuds resounded off the walls, the Morgon specialist explosives burning holes in the stations hull to permit more shock troops through. The machine guns droned continuously, sporadic rifle bursts complimenting the raging fire as flash grenades and smoke exploded across the outer corridor of Level 74. Pulse grenades were thrown by the Morgon shock troops, their detonation disabling the automated guns as armoured troops clambered through the holes in the hull, their armour sparking and some silhouettes falling as the defenders concentrated their fire on the single forward figures.
 
   The first few defensive marines reached level 74, spilling out into the smoky corridor, their boots magnetically clamping to the floor below as bullets whipped around them. Small laser blasts swept from the walls, the station defence mechanisms targeting the Morgon silhouettes through the smoke that was slowly sucked out into space. More puffs followed, the subsequent flashes disorientating the targeting devices.
 
   Bullets swept through the smoke, more flashes as two of the marines crumpled, the rest dropping to the shiny floor and returning fire. Brooks reached the top of the ladder, scrambling out into the corridor as blasts shook the walls. Turning, he shouted frantically through his helmet, ‘Come on! They are getting too strong!’
 
   As Barone clambered through the opening, Brooks fired into the smoke, the butt of the assault rifle smacking into his shoulder armour. Silhouettes swept through the shroud, the marines firing controlled bursts as Barone scrambled upwards, hearing the commander’s shrill voice below, ‘Seal the deck above…’
 
   Brooks grabbed his arm, the Trevakian marines rising and backing from the smoke to covered positions further back down the corridor, one shouting desperately, ‘Hold them here! Retreat further round the rim…let the auto guns weaken them!’
 
   The hatch below Barone crunched shut, a searing welding torch applied below as blasts rocked the corridor once more, the smoke thickening.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten: On the defensive again
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Kim was screaming at his South Korean soldiers, their lowered bodies encircling the small copter anti-air guns as their rifles pointed upwards in the darkness. His voice hoarse, Jozefina Kapralova ducked next to him, her eyes scanning the troops around for stragglers, ‘Stay with the guns…move away and the Morgon wingers will pick you off!’
 
   Shrieks above and in the distance startled the soldiers, most glancing upwards nervously as their visors dropped, all pulsing red with multiple targets flashing. Commander Malikkas rose up, ‘Don’t fire unless you see them! Blue Leopards…magnesium flares on my command! Get Ready…everyone duck your heads or look above until your visors adapt!’ He turned to the soldier next to him, ‘I want markers around our positions…call in artillery to the east and request additional support!’ The soldier nodded, darting to the next copter to collect the potent lights as Malikkas turned to shout further orders, ‘Deploy Flares Now!’
 
   The Blue Leopards slammed their flares into the earth, their heads turned away as the impact ignited the fierce light, all visors blackening abruptly. Shrieks of surprise came from above, the Morgon wingers blinded as the landscape below lit up intensely, Malikkas raising his assault rifle, ‘Blue Leopards…Fire! Bring them down!’
 
   Muzzle flashes swept across the ground area, the specialist armoured unit targeting the blinded sky wingers above. The small laser turrets spun, their blasts of blue energy sweeping into the air as they auto-targeted the enemy in the dark sky. Sparks flew off the heavy armoured plate above, several wings shattered from the intense fire as bodies plummeted to earth, the lasers cutting through flesh and wings as smoke and steam poured from the anti-air batteries. The remaining Morgons attempted to gain altitude, veering away from the intense fire as more wing members fell, the durable armour crunching as it smacked heavily against the snow bound terrain. Body parts and shattered debris fell on the defenders, their heads ducked as they fired upwards blindly. Blue Leopards surged forward, firing on the stricken downed enemy as several attempted to rise.
 
   Rees was engulfed in the acrid emission smoke from the nearby gun, staring wide eyed as a Herrakian Leopard crashed the butt of his weapon against a nearby rising Morgon, the shriek of anger cut short as high velocity bullets pierced the armoured helmet at close range, the glowing eyes dying as the body slumped backwards. Lieutenant Kim next to him kicked his leg, Rees recoiling in pain, the South Korean shouting wildly, ‘Fire at them!’
 
   The young volunteer frantically raised his weapon, red surging across his visor as the butt shuddered into his shoulder, controlled bursts rising upwards against the winged assailants. Regaining focus and vision, tracers swept to earth, explosions ripping through the terrain as the Morgon wingers returned fire and dropped grenades.
 
   Several of the defenders fell, high calibre bullets cracking through their upper body armour as they knelt to fire upwards. Bodies writhed in the pulsing light as several desperately attempted to remove smouldering armour, one winger dropping acid grenades. Rees continued to fire as silhouettes ran across the flashing lights before him to assist the wounded. His eyes stung from the smoke and acrid burning steam as a South Korean rolled in the dusted snow at his feet, Lieutenant Kim lunging forward to grab the wounded soldier, the pained screams filling their ears.
 
   Jozefina fired burst after burst, the escorting Trevakian marine next to her running forward to grapple with a downed winger, the Morgon knocking the nearest Blue Leopard down and raising his weapon menacingly. Jo lowered her rifle, the butt shuddering against her as she emptied the clip towards the armoured enemy, his body spinning round as the close ranged bullets cracked through his breastplate, his knees sagging as the black body collapsed. The Trevakian slipped roughly to his knees, grasping the Blue Leopard and helping him upwards, dragging him back towards safety. 
 
   The magnesium flares pulsed as the Morgon wingers rose above, the intense fire from below too deadly to risk a full attack. Sweeping beyond their prey, they slowly dropped to earth some two clicks behind them, the armoured black troops releasing their wing attachments and removing the weapons, setting them onto the ground to act as small automated gun positions. Over two hundred highly armoured Morgons now assuming defensive positions behind the Blue Leopards and their accompanying soldiers.
 
   The Blue Leopards and South Koreans swept their immediate area, cutting down the damaged and wounded Morgon wingers, the Heathrow volunteers remaining next to the anti-air lasers as ordered as armoured bodies were overwhelmed and smashed to the ground, single gunshots or bursts of fire ending any incursions. Several of the black clad infantry scrambled away, the Herrakian commander shouting desperately to the few pursuing soldiers, ‘Leave them…they are drawing you out.’ He glanced round, seeing a slight wide dip in the terrain, ‘Into the depression! Man the edges!’
 
   Through the darkness from the east, the distant shrieks of Morgon infantry and their commanders caused the soldiers to stiffen, Commander Malikkas raising his glasses as he shouted, ‘Defensive positions!’ 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven: The American contingent at the caves
 
    
 
   Captain Mason ran half-crouched through the darkness, his men and a contingent of escorting Trevakian marines following behind. Irritated by the decision to send him and his men north, they moved along the lower side of the rising cliff face to their left, gradually moving towards the caves ahead. Flashes filled the horizon in the east, the fighting in the dark continuing as Trevakian marine units and their armour attempted to break through and drive the Morgons back. The distant rumbles of the many battles drifted across the landscape, the soldiers tensing as they slipped across debris and rocks in the dark, keen to reach their destination before the temperature dropped further.
 
   Captain Mekeert of the Trevakian marine corps jogged behind her soldiers, her assault rifle held across her chest as she followed the forty strong group and the American commander. Their visors continually swept light blue, updating the terrain around them as their combat uniforms inflated slightly against the increasing bitter cold, snowflakes beginning to fall heavily around the figures and settling across the rocks.
 
   Mason slowed, his breathing heavy as he saw the flickering torches ahead. They had been moving forward for over four hours and his body was beginning to feel the strain. Lowering to one knee, the soldiers dropped instinctively around him, his eyes straining through the visor for signs of life in the distance, the falling snow restricting his enhanced view.
 
   Captain Mekeert dropped down next to him, field glasses rising to her eyes as she stared across the terrain ahead. Mason smiled briefly, glancing up and down her firm physique and chiselled features as she scanned the area before them, her hissed voice startling him, ‘This is a war captain…not a chance to become lovers…please keep focussed!’
 
   The American’s eyes widened in surprise, a grin sweeping across his now stubbled face, ‘No offence intended Ma’am, but we don’t have military uniforms this exciting on earth…’
 
   The glasses lowered, the female commander turning to look at him, her jaw tensing, ‘I see Trevakian armoured halftracks and jeeps at the mouth of the caves…the sentries seem relaxed, so I would presume this is a quiet part of the front…shall we proceed captain?’ The American nodded solemnly as his Trevakian counterpart continued, ‘…If you are looking at me, you will not see the Morgon that will end your life approach…I have no interest in being the last figure you see…please stay alert!’
 
   Captain Mason nodded, grinning widely as he raised a gloved hand to his helmet, ‘Yes Ma’am…understood!’ He extended an arm politely, ‘Would you like to go first?’
 
   Captain Mekeert shook her head firmly, ‘No…it is safe…I think it is time I watched you from afar. Your human bodies are not accustomed to these oxygen levels, please proceed captain!’
 
   The American grimaced in defeat, turning his head, ‘Move up! Caves ahead…stay alert!’ He lunged forward, the Trevakian officer smiling faintly to herself as she watched his muscular figure dart around the rocks. Americans and Trevakians ran past her as she raised the glasses again, scanning the eastern horizon, darkened mountains rising up in the far distance, the flashes of bitter battle before them.
 
   Mason ducked down before some rocks, the glow from the flickering torches extending to just before the cover. Glancing over, he grimaced as one of the grinning sentries indicated for him to come forward, whispering to himself, ‘These Trevakians are too damn smart for their own good!’ Slowly he rose, waving as the six other sentries turned to look at him, their arms rising in recognition as Mason shook his head in irritation. 
 
   A Trevakian marine jogged past, a grin beneath his visor as he whispered, ‘Our visors and equipment have been upgraded to recognise human life signs recently…we don’t want friendly fire incidents with our new allies…our weapons are not programmed for your bodies yet!’
 
   The American rolled his eyes in irony, grinning as he walked forward, emerging from the rocks as others followed. Stepping between two halftracks, he looked across the defensive positions before the cave entrance. Three high walled sandbagged positions were placed around the wide darkened mouth, mounted laser cannons placed behind them. The six camouflaged tracked halftracks and three hover jeeps were positioned facing outwards in a semi-circle, four housing upper quad guns, their crews unloading the open rear doors with ammunition boxes and supplies.
 
   Captain Mekeert stepped into the lighted clearing, the American glancing at her briefly before looking back to the flashes in the east. The Sentries saluted, raising their right fists to their breastplates as the Trevakian officer nodded in return, her voice rising, ‘Have we any updates on the situation to the east…how is the advance going?’
 
   The sentry that had beckoned Mason stepped forward, ‘We have a communications officer in the caves Sir, she is monitoring what little radio traffic there is. The Morgon jamming is very effective, but we have established low level intercepts…we get some of their communications.’
 
   The Trevakian captain nodded grimly, placing her hands on her hips, ‘Very well…get this comms officer for me please…I want to know what the situation is in the caves as well…why are they so important?’
 
   The sentry nodded, smiling, ‘There is a machine in there Sir…Morgon we believe. The Silaks left some time ago, but we found it in a side room…it has been half destroyed apparently…or parts are missing…you will have to ask the officer…’
 
   Mason drew next to Captain Mekeert, his eyes widening as the Trevakian officer indicated impatiently to the cave mouth, ‘Please get the officer for me then…’ The sentry nodded obediently, turning to jog into the darkened cave mouth, battery operated sensor lights flickering into life in the tunnel as he progressed.
 
   Captain Mason nodded to another sentry, ‘Are there any other entrances?’
 
   The soldier shook his head, ‘We are still exploring the caves…their entrances were blocked originally, we found them completely by accident…they extend a long way underground.’
 
   Mason turned to Captain Mekeert, his eyes narrowing, ‘Why exactly am I here captain…the order did not make sense? This is something more than just simple tunnel clearances…tell me what it is!’
 
   The Trevakian commander turned her head to look at him, her visor down and reflecting his features in the light, her voice lowering, ‘You are American intelligence…that is why you were chosen to come here and not fight on open ground…’ She sighed, ‘We are not stupid Captain Mason…a decorated soldier attached to the American Embassy in London? Chosen to immediately transport and associate with new allies…you are CIA or Special Forces and so are your fourteen accompanying ‘soldiers’.’ She looked away, staring upwards into the night sky, ‘We have brought you here to show you what our enemy is like…there were reports of dismembered and shattered skeletons in the tunnels, several years old…not only will you understand the evil of what we face, but perhaps you can shed some light or ideas on these finds…what is our enemy doing? Has anything happened like this before to your people?’
 
   Mason stared at her dumbfounded, his head shaking. Then a smile of defeat slowly spread across his features, his shoulders shrugging, ‘It seems your intelligence is very good too captain…yes, we are CIA, escorted by a small number of Special Forces…’
 
   The Communications officer strode boldly from the mouth of the cave, nodding as she recognised the two commanders, striding towards them. She wore a blue fleet communications uniform and had an Alexion One fleet cap, her eyes sparkling in the light. Drawing breath and saluting formally, she pursed her lips, ‘I am glad you have arrived, the situation seems to be deteriorating…’ She hesitated as both captains’ smiles dropped, ‘The advance to the north has ground to a halt…heavy Morgon defences encountered with the marine commander believing he may even have to retreat to defensive positions. At present, he has reserves digging behind the main attack line.’
 
   Captain Mekeert nodded, her jaw tensing, ‘Go on…’
 
   The comms officer grimaced, ‘We have received word that in the south the marines have halted to regroup…the enemy is weaker there, but they are concerned about advancing without flank cover to their sides.’ She drew breathe deeply, ‘In the centre, we have just received word that the Blue Leopards are facing heavy resistance, they have been unable to break through to the villages and Morgon wingers have landed behind them, establishing defensive positions…they may even be now cut off. Their commander has just sent out a low level encryption message requesting assistance and artillery support, the enemy seem to be moving against them from the east. It might even have been a trap.’
 
   Captain Mekeert stepped forward in curiosity, ‘Where is their heavy equipment and mobile reserves? Surely that will be enough to combat the enemy…’
 
   The communications officer shook her head, ‘Major Hecklan’s idea was to drive the Morgons back on a wide front…push them back to their landing zones. He split the Blue Leopard reserves and moved them to the north and south to support the Trevakian marine advances…’
 
   Mekeert turned away, swearing under her breath, her voice rising, ‘What actually do the Blue Leopards have? What forces are supporting them?’
 
   The officer grimaced, shrugging, ‘Only some light air units and the human forces. The rear guard is positioned on the original launching off point, in the trenches above the rise. Mostly reserve troops and some supply units of the 2nd Infantry and 16th Motorised, they are strengthening the defences and digging in…they are probably not on a fit state to advance...they were mauled in the initial Morgon landing…their troops are mentally shattered and…’
 
   Captain Mekeert interrupted, her voice becoming strained, ‘If the Blue Leopards are overwhelmed, the Morgons will sweep towards Morasat. The destruction of one of our best units will be a massive blow to morale and probably mean the end…’ She shook her head in frustration, ‘The Leopards are designed to attack on a small front, to punch through and keep going…the marines sweep in behind them, destroying the survivors and bolstering the flanks. What was Hecklan thinking? I know the intel is weak, but the enemy seems to have unlimited reserves…throwing everything at one hope of winning is futile and could cost us the planet…’ 
 
   She turned away, visibly upset as Captain Mason stepped forward, his visor rising, ‘What soldiers do you have here?’
 
   The comms officer’s eyes widened, ‘Perhaps one hundred and twenty…not many, but the caves seem empty and abandoned, we could probably complete the mission with less…why, what are you thinking?’
 
   Captain Mason turned to Mekeert, ‘Gather your troops, fill the halftracks and jeeps and we will move out to the south east…’ A lone green flare twisted into the air in the distance, pulsing across the terrain, a concerned patrol checking the terrain. He turned back to the officer, ‘Arrange the artillery support…’ The American glanced around, ‘Is there any more armour around here?’
 
   The communications officer nodded willingly, her eyes twinkling in the light as the adrenalin rose, ‘Yes…four hover tanks and a couple more quad halftracks…I will get them moved down from the north…they can be here in a short time.’
 
   Captain Mekeert strode away, shouting to her soldiers, ‘Mount up…reload the ammunition and some of the food onto the halftracks…we move south as soon as the tanks arrive!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve: Level 74, Alexion One
 
    
 
   Blasts rocked the outer corridor, the Morgons throwing pulse grenades towards the defending Trevakians. Smoke and dust billowed across the normally immaculate corridors, the squealing of escaping air complimented by deafening metal screeches from the damaged hull. More and more enemy troops scrambled through the openings in the structure as the empty dropships fell away to be replaced by fresh reinforcements.
 
   Out in space, several of the empty ships were destroyed on the return to their warships for more shock troops, space craft racing past as the silver fighters desperately attempted to protect their station. Explosions rocked the incoming craft, flak guns and Trevakian star fighters shooting down several of the dropships as they swept towards the damaged space station.
 
   Crippled and destroyed Morgon dropships crashed against the hull of the space station, explosions rocking the lower corridors as bewildered reserve personnel in combat uniforms raced forward, their weapons extended as shots and machine gun fire echoed through the upper decks.
 
   The damaged heavy turrets at the base and top of the station fired out at the two Morgon Decimator ships in the distance, several of their crews lying dead inside the damaged protective shields, their bodies unable to resists the immense shock from incoming fire as it smashed against the now shield-less turrets.
 
   Brooks and Barone staggered backwards against the inner wall, the blast from a pulse grenade overwhelming their frames as they struggled to remain upright. Muzzle flashes lit up the darkened corridor around them, the marines to their left firing at their targets through the smoke. Shrieks of hatred filled the air, the Morgon shock troops suffering horrendous casualties against defensive lasers and assault rifle fire.
 
   Brooks dropped to his knees, grasping a grenade from his breastplate and priming it before lobbing it into the curling smoke, the explosion in mid-air deafening as the nearest two Morgons were thrown against the inner hull. Barone fired burst after burst, gritting his teeth as the butt of his rifle ground against his shoulder armour, his visor surging red. The shouts from behind almost drowned out as the defending soldiers gradually retreated round the inner ring. 
 
   Three more Morgons surged forward over the trembling bodies through the billowing shroud, the Trevakians screaming as they charged their foe. Hand to hand fighting broke out as Barone gritted his teeth through the smoke, his rifle firing single shots at any target he could see. Brooks primed grenade after grenade, tossing them over the writhing bodies as six station personnel beat their attackers to the floor with their rifle butts. The enemy shock troops spun their bodies round thrusting upwards, screams from the defenders as the sharp armour sliced through combat uniforms, cutting and scything through flesh as they smashed their rifles across the enemy body armour.
 
   Barone advanced at a crouch into the tentacles of dust, firing at point blank range into the Morgon armour, the dense blood spurting across the walls and injured defenders as the resisting enemy finally collapsed. The explosions beyond rocked the defenders bodies, a couple grasping deep injuries as they limped past Brooks, his rifle now raised and firing into the billowing mass covering the corridor. 
 
   The automatic machine guns above them whirred, tracers pouring into the smoke as the sensors activated the guns, shrieks from the Morgon shock troops filling the void as they desperately sought to take cover. Bullets and red hot tracer smacked against body armour as the tall armoured soldiers twisted and ducked in attempts to avoid the incoming fire. Explosions shattered against the outer hull of the station, the shriek of cracking glass as a blast shield was blown from its housing. Then the transparent reinforced alloy shattered outwards, air sucking and screaming through the opening as bodies and debris were sucked towards the gaping hole.
 
   The defenders staggered backwards, their gravitational boots straining against the outer corridor floor as bodies were wrenched violently forward. Boxes and rejected bullet casings swept past, the sucking of air propelling items at high speed towards outer space. Two Morgon shock troops clattered against the outer wall, their armoured hands frantically grasping for anything to hold as their frames slid towards the viewing hole. Armour cracked and shatters as the frames smashed against the opening sides, the bodies yanked out into space as more debris swept and swirled around the corridor. The defenders stepped back, their boots grinding against the corridor floor as dust obscured vision, the grips on weapons tensing as the extreme pull increased. 
 
   Red flashing lights filled the corridor, the computerised voice almost a scream against the enemy shrieks and grinding of decompression, ‘Hull breach! Decompression alert…all personnel retreat from danger area immediately!’ The defenders backed away, objects flying past them from behind with increasing velocity, their gloved hands rising to protect their transparent visors instinctively.
 
   The computerised voice sounded a shrill warning, ‘Shields compromised…unable to seal breach…retreat from area! Personnel alert…retreat form area now!’ The defenders fell back further, their eyes strained to see through the turbulent dust and debris. Then a silhouette emerged, the Morgon armour adapting to the atmospheric challenges, the figure raising its weapon.
 
   The computerised voice sounded again, ‘Diverting power to shield…enclosing breach attempted!’ Automated tracers swept into the smoke, the sparks off the armour lighting up the corridor as the bulky figure stepped forward.
 
   Barone dropped next to his countryman, his rifle jerking as he fired the last of his magazine down towards the emerging silhouettes. Rough hands grasped them from behind, Brooks toppling backwards as they were dragged away, the shouts of the Trevakians filling their ringing ears, ‘This is where they will throw their grenades to take out the guns! Move back now!’
 
   They half scrambled desperately along the corridor, firing as they backed away, the clanks of magnetic grenades sticking to the walls as their eyes widened. Flames surged around them, the roof guns falling silent as Morgon incendiaries blinded the sensors, then the blast wave from the mines silencing them as more shrieks filled the air, the enemy advancing once more.
 
   The empty clip clattered to the station floor, Barone slapping another into the chamber of his weapon, his light blue helmet splattered with deep red and green blood as he shouted frantically, ‘We need more defensive positions…use the doorways behind!’
 
   They turned in unison, eyes widening as they saw the heavy laser cannon behind, the Trevakians wheeling it forward and lowering the rear of the heavy weapon. Several soldiers to the rear ran forward with spare power cells as the six barrels glowed, then commenced sparking, the soldiers struggling past as Barone shouted, ‘Gatling guns…this should tear them up!’ 
 
   Brooks grinned beneath his helmet, his viewing screen cracked, ‘What about the other side?’
 
   A Trevakian officer emerged from one of the side doorways ahead, his blue suit lined with silver piping as he frantically indicated, ‘All troops behind the lasers…bring out the flame dispersers!’ Static charge surged across the corridor, sparks and electrical charge flying out from the heavy weapon as the barrels started to spin. Trevakians on either side fired out into the shroud, protecting the gun until it reached full power, more smoke grenades clattering across the floor as the Morgons prepared to attack again.
 
    
 
   Admiral Shadian slammed his fist onto his console in frustration, the lights flickering above as station power was interrupted, ‘What is the situation on deck 74?’
 
   The comms officer replied, shouting across the bridge, ‘Heavy enemy presence…our defence force is being pushed back round the outer rim…Morgon shock troops now breaking into 73 under heavy fire. Reports of skirmishes on 75!’
 
   The Admiral rose, a deep sigh coming from his lips, ‘Have we anyone else to send? What of the wounded, can any of them replace fully fit personnel and release them to fight?’
 
   The remaining comms officers eyes widened as they glanced at each other, one rising to face their commander defiantly, ‘I will go and organise any more personnel Sir! Sweep the station clean of any remaining staff in the mess hall or armoury…even the transport bays…’
 
   Shadian nodded in acceptance, ‘Good…’ He turned to the intelligence section, ‘One in two of you get up to the upper floors…get every auto weapon and heavy defensive equipment you can. Start building barricades in the corridors below the fighting…let’s give our soldiers something to fall back to!’ He indicated to one of the rising personnel, ‘You find escape routes for the troops on floors already occupied by the enemy…we need every soldier to stop them.’ 
 
   He leant forward, retrieving his automatic rifle from its housing beneath his desk, pulling the bolt back instinctively as his jaw tensed, ‘Send out an appeal to the surface…see if anyone is insane enough to attempt to fly up here and help us…and retrieve the wounded!’ He indicated to his second in command, the woman rising from her comms desk open mouthed as she stared at the assault rifle, ‘I will be on remote station frequency…brief me as to any reserves we can find, I will be up on 72 or 73!’
 
   The officer stiffened, raising her fist to her chest sharply, ‘Yes Admiral…’ Turning she glanced defiantly across the few remaining communications officers as the commander left the bridge, her voice tense, ‘You heard our commander…this station will not fall…get to it!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen: To the Rangara Outpost
 
    
 
   Riaz stirred in his sleep, his eyes flickering as he felt the gentle push to his leg. Sighing, his mind drifted, descending towards a deep sleep again as his leg jerked once more, his nose twitching as his senses began to become more alert. Slowly a voice drifted through his sleepy mind, ‘Come on Riaz…you have fallen asleep in the restroom again, it’s time to go out and meet the public…there is a busy flight schedule this morning…you are assigned to the archway!’
 
   His head twitched, his chest sucking in air as his eyes opened, his mind confused as his hand rose to his forehead, his body twisting in the inflated bed, ‘Wh-what?’
 
   The lights shone down from above, his pupils contracting as he felt the reassuring warmth covering his body, the medical suit and thick sleeping bag excreting painkillers and relaxants onto his frame. Then a shadow filled his vision, his lips slowly pursing as he identified the outline of a helmet, the grinning white teeth of a cheeky Philippine staring down at him as she whispered into his face, ‘Come on sleepy head…it’s time to get up! I have some food for you…’
 
   Riaz closed his eyes again, the warmth of the covering material too much to resist as he grumbled, ‘Wake me when it’s ready…’ He turned over, nuzzling back under the cover of the heated sleeping bag. 
 
   The prod to his leg was more demanding, increasing in insistence, ‘But you have to choose…will it be red, blue or green?’
 
   Debra’s raised voice filled the tent, her body rising to a seated position in her sleeping bag, ‘Shino! Stop annoying him…he is recovering. Tregan will be back soon, then we will all eat.’
 
   Shino leant back, sitting cross legged next to her slumbering colleague as she pouted in jest, ‘But I have no one to play with…you are too old and always pull rank when I start to win!’ She poked Riaz’s leg playfully, the young Asian male grunting in disgust.
 
   Debra’s eyes narrowed, her stare meeting Shino’s eyes, ‘Do I have to tell you again…leave him alone, he is tired! Put one tin of each colour out and let him decide when Tregan arrives…’
 
   Riaz sat bolt upright, his hand rubbing his eyes and voice croaky, ‘For heaven’s sake…how can anyone sleep with you two nattering away at each other?’ He nudged Shino, unbalancing her as she fell backwards from the inflated bed giggling. He shook his head, grinning, ‘This is like some insane TV family show…daddy Tregan, mummy Debra and ‘psycho bitch’ sister, Shino…a weapons specialist!’ He pushed the Philippine back down playfully as she attempted to rise, ‘Now where’s my breakfast wench?’ 
 
   Debra grinned as Shino burst out laughing, bowing her head in submissive jest, ‘Very well master…I will cook for you. What is your chosen dish oh great one? Red, blue or green?’
 
   Riaz’s eyes widened in disbelief, ‘What the hell does that mean?
 
   Debra interrupted, ‘Before you get misled by ‘the devious one’, the colours are for the food rations…red is very hot, blue is ordinary…and well, we are not sure what green is yet.’
 
   Riaz glanced sleepily across the tent, ‘Ok…well I will try blue then. Not a great fan of spicy food in the early morning, what does it come with?’
 
   Shino quickly retrieved a blue tin and smacked it against the metal alloy box, tossing it to him as his eyes opened further, her grin widening, ‘It comes with a tin, spatula and a smile…I hope you appreciate my cooking!’
 
   The Asian male looked in wonder at the warm tin in his hands, a smile spreading across his face as he determined how to open it, ‘Lazy little thing…I bet you had the red one!’ He glanced round suspiciously, ‘What the hell…it’s not even light yet! Even here we are doing early shifts…my shift pay had better reflect this!’
 
   Debra winced as Shino giggled again, the Philippine smacking another red tin against the metal alloy box, ‘I will let you try my fiery feast but only if you are nice to me…’
 
   Riaz glanced at her, his brown eyes narrowing playfully, ‘Good…I can be as rude as I like then! Bollocks to your spicy food at whatever unearthly time it is! Don’t they have any coffee here?’
 
   The tent opening swept back automatically, Captain Dugachard stepping through the flaps as snow swirled in from the darkness beyond. A smile crossed her lower face beneath the visor as she saw Riaz tucking ravenously into the contents of the tin, ‘I see you like our food?’
 
   Riaz nodded, depositing another mush laden spatula into his mouth, ‘Yes Sir! This is very good!’
 
   Debra attempted to rise, the captain raising an outstretched glove to prevent her, ‘No need…it is very early after all.’ She moved to the side, Tregan stepping through after her, his arms laden with a large sack as he smiled in acknowledgement. 
 
   Captain Dugachard indicated to the large bag, ‘Here are your new uniforms…I suggest you have something quick to eat and then get ready to move. We are ordered further west, away from Morasat to a small military outpost, Rangara. We will take supplies and relieve the Red Leopards there, so they can be spared for the front…’ She glanced across the three wide eyed volunteers, ‘It should be relatively quiet there and you can have a rest…guard duty and the occasional patrol. We will be taking several of the surviving soldiers from Contax Base.’
 
   Shino placed the red canister carefully onto the metal alloy box, rising to approach Tregan as he dropped the sack, opening the top to rummage inside. Glancing up, he retrieved three sets of shoulder armour, handing the Philippine one.
 
   Shino’s eyes widened further, her fingers running over the bubbled armour with red piping, a gasp coming from her lips, ‘But this is a Red Leopard uniform…’
 
   Captain Dugachard grinned, ‘Yes it is…not full combat kit for front line units, but Red Leopard never the less.’ She stepped carefully to the side, lowering herself onto Shino’s bed and collecting a green tin, ‘The outpost oversees a small number of villagers…it is important for these Trevakian settlers and the locals to believe we are still strong and able to provide security…the decision was therefore made to dress you in these uniforms. Tregan, myself and a number of others will do the same and present to the locals that his is just a rotation of units…although we will be less than what is there at present.’ She leant forward and smacked the tin against the metal box as Tregan handed Shino a new combat uniform, the red piping and lines impressing the Philippine.
 
   Debra stared at Captain Dugachard, ‘Won’t this make us more of a target?’
 
   The Captain shook her head, smiling confidently, ‘No…probably less of one. The locals are quite in awe of the Red Leopards…although your uniforms are not completely frontline, they should accept you as part of the unit and be reassured by your presence.’ She slipped the top of the canister open, breathing in the steam greedily that rose from within and digging the spatula into the contents, ‘The enemy are not expected in that area, so we should be relatively secure. The base has strong weapons and is easily defended should we face any problems apparently.’ She blew on the steaming food laden spatula, popping it into her mouth and smiling warmly at the flavour.
 
   Debra watched her carefully, ‘What’s the green tin contain then?’
 
   Captain Dugachard looked up, ‘Oh…I should have said, we studied your recipes and made the green canister based on human taste…’ She glanced at the base of the container, ‘This is meatballs in a spag-hetti sauce, whatever that is…very nice…most of our troops love it!’ Confusion spread across her face as groans from the three humans filled the tent, her voice becoming inquisitive, ‘Did you not look at the base of the tins?’
 
   Shino glanced back down, rolling the new helmet around in her hands, her fingers running along the red piping on the reinforced resin and polymer, ‘This is good stuff…does it work just like our other helmets?
 
   Tregan grinned at her observations, ‘Yes, just the same…you will keep your assault rifles as none of the Leopard weaponry can be spared. Boots and gloves remain the same, but the rest is new. Once we have finished here, we will go to the mobile armoury, have your gear synchronized with you individually.’ He grimaced slightly, ‘We may be short of troops, but not uniforms for them…’
 
   Riaz was scraping the bottom of the tin, attempting to retrieve every last drop of food, ‘I have just one question for you…’ He looked up in mock curiosity.
 
   Captain Dugachard glanced at him, ‘Yes?’
 
   The Asian male grinned widely, ‘How did you get one small enough for Shino?’ He laughed out loud as the Philippine turned to glare at him, pointing at her disapproving face with his spatula, ‘Two Red Leopards and one mini-Leopard cub!’
 
    
 
   Their boots crunched across the frozen snow, flakes billowing around them as they advanced in the headlights of the halftracks. Jagged snow covered rocks rose up on either side, the strong freezing breeze blowing dust and snow across their hunched figures as the combat uniforms pushed warmth against their skin. Condensed exhaled breath was blown from their mouths, the bitter temperatures nipping at the exposed lower face as the visors produced digitalised images of the terrain ahead. 
 
   They had been advancing for nearly an hour, the rumbles of artillery fire drifting behind them as the distant flashes become no longer visible. Riaz hunched his shoulders further, the Red Leopard armour hugging his frame as he trudged forward beside one of the halftracks. Pin lights shone from the sides of his new helmet, mostly reflecting against the dust and low freezing mist as it swirled around their figures. The numerous soldiers lined the sides of the track, trudging forward with assault rifles slung over their shoulders through the deepening snowfall, the vehicles grinding along in the centre.
 
   Captain Dugachard advanced at the front of the small column with Tregan and Debra, their bodies leaning slightly against the bitter wind as they progressed. The motors whined as the halftracks lumbered forward, tilting and bouncing as they overcame obstructions on the track below. Shino walked behind Riaz, cursing the weather and wishing for the sunlight that bathed the Philippines and occasionally her native south west London in light. She kicked out at the snow, raising her voice to the figure ahead of her, ‘Bet you don’t miss the traffic!’
 
   Riaz chuckled, his head turning to the side, ‘Miss my BMW though…especially the air conditioning now…what about your Audi?’
 
   Shino grinned, spitting snow from her teeth, ‘It’s still in the staff car park…hope my baby is ok!’
 
   Riaz nodded, ‘What about your boyfriend…where is he?’
 
   Shino’s face darkened, ‘I hope he is with my cousins and mum…they should be together now, cooking and having a few drinks maybe…supporting each other. I guess they will wonder where I am.’ Her voice tailed off, her head dropping in thoughtful dismay.
 
   Riaz gritted his teeth, regretting the question, ‘The company will have let them know…they are very good at that…’ He kicked the snow in despondency, mentally scolding himself for bringing the subject up.
 
   The Philippine looked up, ‘What about you? No one knows about you at work…family, girlfriend? You keep yourself to yourself! Very secretive!’
 
   The Asian male officer smiled to himself, his privacy important to him, ‘She will be ok…she works in Central London, we don’t mix work and us.’
 
   Shino fell silent, the cold tugging at her resolve as they trudged on, eventually speaking again, ‘If you ever need to talk…well I have no option but be here!’
 
   Riaz grinned in response, ‘Ok…same to you…I think we are stuck together for a while at least. One day we will see them again, I am sure.’ They trudged on in silence, the snow billowing around them as it thickened, the breeze seeming to get even colder as their uniforms inflated slightly for protection and insulation.
 
    
 
   The troops marched on through the thickening snowfall, visibility decreasing as the soldiers placed a reassuring hand on the sides of the vehicles next to them. The track began to descend, the thin air seeming to bite further as they progressed, their combat uniforms inflating further against the elements. Captain Dugachard eventually stopped, turning to Tregan, ‘According to the time we have been walking, the base is up ahead…go pass the word and cheer them up, they must be pretty miserable by now!’
 
   Tregan nodded, turning on his heels and walking back up the slope as the captain stared ahead in the morning light, briefly glimpsing the outline of a structure in the distance through the falling snow, flickering torches below. Gradually distant figures became visible through the thick snowfall, the shadows of low buildings surrounding the larger structure. The captain walked forward with Debra, their boots crunching on the ice beneath as the supply column approached Rangara Outpost. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen: The remnants of the Viper fighter battle
 
    
 
   Flight Leader Anjara’s silver star jet swept into towards the landing platform, his exhausted eyes widening at the sudden flashes to the north, the two large Morasat defensive guns firing high into the heavens above. Behind him, the remaining two jets of his fighter wing came into land on separate platforms, the dust flying and swirling from beneath the sleek scorched craft as they lowered to the decks.
 
   As his damaged canopy screeched backwards, Anjara glanced down at the ground crew, their helmeted eyes widened at the scorch marks and shrapnel damage across the crafts hull. He wearily rose from his seat, a helpful hand extended from his orderly as he lifted his leg to climb from the cockpit, his eyes meeting with his long term friend. His voice a croaked whisper, he half stumbled onto the wing, ‘Re-arm the ships…we take back to space as soon as possible…’
 
   The middle aged orderly shook his head, ‘Commander…you are exhausted, perhaps we will take a rest and then continue?’
 
   Anjara struggled forcefully upright, a tired hand extending upwards through the falling snow, as his voice rose in defiance, ‘Are they resting? I have lost four pilots in the battle…eleven Morgons have plummeted to their deaths as a result of our flight…we need to take out more!’
 
   The orderly smiled grimly, patting his shoulder, used to his companion’s stubbornness and resilience, ‘Your star fighters are too damaged to go back up for now…but if you insist on killing yourself as usual, there is another option!’
 
   Anjara spun round, his lower mask falling away as he smiled across burnt lips, grasping his friend by the arm, adrenalin overcoming his exhaustion, ‘And what is that option for glory?’
 
   The orderly gritted his teeth in forced smile, ‘This time you have the chance to take me with you to both our deaths!’ He watched as his commander’s bleary eyes widened beneath the clearing flight visor, ‘Let’s get you and your remaining flight a little drink and food and we will discuss the enticing option offered by fleet command…’ 
 
   The Morasat guns roared again, causing them to jump instinctively, the barrels gradually lowering as the enormous artillery pieces slowly turned to face the east.
 
    
 
   Flight Leader Anjara grinned widely, the craft bucking as he jerked the controls, his orderly grimacing in terror next to him in the small transport ship as it swept upwards. The flight leader shouting with adrenalin, ‘Just like the escape from Frascau…lots of flak and explosions…eh, my friend?’
 
   The orderly pursed his lips, closing his eyes as a nearby flash lit up the cockpit, his voice broken with fear, ‘I was in the fuselage of your fighter then…now I can clearly see how mad you actually are!’
 
   Anjara clenched his teeth, spittle flying from his mouth as he jerked the ship from side to side, avoiding the incoming Morgon fire. The transport buffeted and bucked, the small ship below exploding as enemy fighter swept through the broken defensive droid field. Debris swept outwards, smacking against the hull as the reserve troops in the cargo hold screamed in fear. The station flak guns blue lasers swept past, one of the Morgon fighters flipping and spiralling away out of control towards the planet’s surface as the black wing belched fire, the inferno engulfing the craft as it entered the atmospheric ring below.
 
   The flight leader steadied the controls, sighting the pulsing lights of Alexion One’s landing bay up above them, his experienced eyes darting from side to side for any sign of threat as the craft accelerated forwards, heading for the opening. His hands gripped the controls tightly, the scorched jaw beneath his flight helmet tensing as he spoke into the microphone for the rear passengers to hear, ‘Landing will be tight and bumpy…brace!’
 
   The small transport craft bounced on the smooth landing floor, then skidded as it landed again, sparks flying from the landing skis, their metal alloy screeching against the shining floor as reverse thrust was applied, the craft coming to a jolting abrupt halt. Two transports swept on behind them, the squealing of metal echoing around the landing bay as they came to a sudden halt.
 
   The widely lit bay had debris strewn across the shining floor, three severely damaged silver fighters lying at angles, their hulls smouldering. To the end, wounded were placed in lines, awaiting the possibility of transport to the planet’s surface and potential safety. The few remaining medical staff running towards the newly arrived transports in eagerness.
 
   Flight leader Anjara stepped from his craft, the ashen faced volunteers from the surface jumping out behind him as a blue uniformed station officer approached, saluting formally. The flight commander returned the gesture, nodding as he shouted, ‘Load the wounded and then disperse as per station command…’
 
   The officer nodded gratefully, ‘Thank you for making the flight Sir, we need as many to join the fighting as possible…the enemy is in control of some of the floors at the top of the station and we need to contain them!’ Anjara grimaced, indicating for the men behind him to hurry up.
 
   The soldiers ran forward, passing a C.R.A.B. walker to get to the wounded, the mechanised loader being used to transport stretcher cases. With six automated legs and hydraulic claws, the machine had one operator sitting above the main body, to the rear of the operator a large cargo shelf. 
 
   The dark grey walker approached the first transport, one stretcher held carefully in the hydraulic grips and three across the rear shelf, the operator indicating for some of the soldiers to assist with the unloading.
 
   Three pilots approached Flight Leader Anjara, their fists slamming against their light blue flight suits as they stiffened to attention, the first addressing the commander formally, ‘Permission to accompany you to the surface Sir.’ He indicated to the smouldering fighter hulks, ‘As you can see, we no longer have our own fighters…’
 
   Anjara nodded his approval, ‘Flight Unit?
 
   The pilot grimaced, shaking his head in despondency, ‘It’s gone now Sir…all the fighters are destroyed…but we were part of the third Morasat squadron.’
 
   The Flight Leader slowly raised his hand, patting the pilot’s shoulder in condolence, ‘Well you have joined Viper squadron now, get on board…let’s see if we can find some more fighters for you back at the airbase.’ He turned to his orderly behind, ‘Help them aboard…’
 
   The orderly stepped forward, his voice lowered as he spoke softly, ‘I think its best I stay here Sir…they need the manpower…’ The middle aged man raised his assault rifle across his chest, forcing a smile at his commander as he looked him solemnly in the eyes, ‘We all need to play our part now Sir…’
 
   Anjara hesitated, swallowing hard beneath his helmet, a fondly forced smile directed at his long term assistant, his eyes glancing away uncomfortably, ‘Very well my friend…’ He slapped his shoulder, ‘Keep your head down…’
 
   The orderly nodded, turning away and jogging across the hangar as the Flight Leader followed his retreating figure, his friend slowly disappearing behind soldiers running forward with the wounded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen: The US Motorised Cavalry are coming!
 
    
 
   To the north east of Morasat, Captain Mason shouted impatiently through the partition wall of the halftrack, the driver grimacing as he heard the American’s voice yet again, ‘Can’t we go any faster? Those troops are probably cut off ahead!’
 
   Captain Mekeert leant forward, grasping the American’s upper arm firmly, the vehicle bouncing across the uneven terrain, ‘Leave them to it…they are doing their best!’ The whir of the quad gun overhead startled them, Mason tensing in response as the female officer shook her head, ‘He is only testing the mechanism…we will be there soon enough!’ 
 
   Mason nodded solemnly, gritting his teeth, ‘I know…just got an adrenalin rush…how much longer will we be?’
 
   Mekeert shrugged, ‘The marker was several clicks from here…we have five armoured halftracks, three jeeps and three hover tanks…we should be able to break through to the Blue Leopards south of us!’
 
   Captain Mason forced a polite grin, his voice adopting a sarcastic tone, ‘I am not worried about breaking through to them…I am worried that’s all we will do…we need to keep on going and break them out too!’
 
   Deep roars above made them stiffen, the two glancing upwards, Mason grasping the Trevakian officer’s arm, ‘What the hell was that?’ The halftracks shook as the upper quad gunner shouted desperately, fear edging his voice, ‘Morgon dropships hovering! Their troops are jumping out behind us!’ The quad guns began firing, the blasts deafening in the passenger cabin as steam poured from the weapons above, the gunners shouts hardly audible, ‘Hundreds of them!’
 
   Mekeert lunged forward and slammed her fist against the partition to the driver, ‘Faster!’
 
    
 
    
 
   Blue Leopard commander Malikkas looked across his soldiers lining the depression as the magnesium ground flares began to die, the pulsing light fading and plunging them into virtual darkness, the pin lights on the sides of helmets automatically flickering into life and bouncing off the swirling smoke and dust. Raising his voice, the Herrakian shouted, ‘Defensive perimeter…draw the flanks in! Form a circle and start digging…’ He shook his head in distain, his black visored eyes meeting Jozefina’s as ferocious shrieking filled the air to the east and south.
 
   Rees’s hands were shaking, his head darting from side to side nervously, the defenders clustered around the small laser guns. The soldiers ducked instinctively as dropships swept above them, high flashing lights zooming overhead and lowering far to the west, the Morgons reinforcing their wingers to close the trap, the craft out of range of the ground lasers. The encircled troopers were glancing round nervously, their faces contorted in fear, some frantically hacking at the snow covered earth on the edge of the dipping ground with their rifle butts in attempts to create shallow defences.
 
   Lieutenant Kim of the South Korean Blue Dragon marines strode out between the small groups clustered around the defensive lasers, indicating for Jozefina Kapralova to come to him. He shouted at the troops, ‘South Koreans…reinforce the Blue Leopards on the outer circle edge…Heathrow volunteers into the centre…’ His head spun round as Jo approached, ‘Form your volunteers into small groups…if they break through…you drive them back!’
 
   Jozefina’s eyes widened, her breath coming short and shallow with dread as she nodded in shock, the snow beginning to swirl around them as the pin lights swept across the darkened terrain. Shrieks spread across them from the east, this time louder and nearer in the darkness, the Blue Leopards and Koreans beginning to line the terrain, their armoured bodies lowering in readiness. Additional troops lunged forward to the outer perimeters, Jo’s head spinning as the loud bloodthirsty shrieks seemed to now echo from all directions.
 
   Commander Malikkas ducked down behind the forward troops, his voice determined, ‘Prepare flares now…fire to the east!’ Some of the Blue Leopards were struggling to move the laser guns, pushing them forward and to the rear of the lips of the depression, Rees grabbing the nearest and manhandling it towards the back of the circle, his hands shaking uncontrollably as nausea swept through his stomach.
 
   The puffs of flare guns could just be heard through the shouting, most soldiers turning to watch the three lines of smoke rising eastwards into the darkened sky, the snowflakes buffeted by the cold breeze that enveloped the defenders. As the smoke trails disappeared upwards, the pensive audience staring upwards, a small number of experienced defenders ignoring the spectacle as they tensed, their pulsing red visors pre-empted the light that was about to shower from above.
 
   The flares exploded, bright green light illuminating the snow covered terrain below to the east, the defenders’ eyes widening as their visors surged bright red. The lights pulsed, the flares twisting in the snow-flaked flurrying night sky as the helmets of hundreds of Morgon troops glistened some five hundred metres away, the murderous shrieks heightening as Rees dropped to his knees in disbelief, his head dropping into his hands.
 
   Malikkas drew breath, his arm rising as the light caught his armour, ‘Fire!’ He spun round as the terrain lit up, the deafening muzzle flashes tearing across the front line as nearly five hundred assault rifles opened fire, his voice drowned out as he shouted frantically, beckoning to all the reserves, ‘Front Line now!’
 
   The forward upright lasers spun, steam cascading from their angular frames as the upper small quads spewed fire towards the enemy. Several Heathrow volunteers scrambled forward, their hands shaking with their rifles as the fire poured upon the advancing enemy, the screams of hatred echoing across the landscape. 
 
   The first line of Morgons disappeared under the barrage of bullets and laser fire, the rest dropping to ground as the enemy prepared to return fire. Jets of flame swept towards the defenders, rockets sweeping forward as flashes filled the darkness, bullets zipping across the defensive line. Explosions erupted along the lip of the depression, many defenders ducking back as they were showered with freezing dirt. Bodies twisted as the bullets hit home, armour shattered and blood splattering across neighbouring defenders as the screams of the wounded filled the dark cold air. More explosions detonated all across the line, several rockets sweeping past or above, the aim too high. Bodies were thrown into the air, several breaking under the explosive force as the defenders fired continuously. 
 
   Commander Malikkas shouted for more flares, to blind the advancing enemy as the defenders fired out. Rees scrambled next to Jozefina, his eyes staring at the dead South Korean at her feet below the lip of the depression, the body’s helmet half gone, blood spilling out across the snow as the corpse twitched. 
 
   Lieutenant Kim was screaming at his men, firing his rifle on automatic as blue laser energy flashed past his frame. Rees raised his weapon, the muzzle shaking as he pulled the trigger, bullets flying out towards the enemy as tears of terror formed in his eyes. Smoke billowed across them, the explosions rocking the line as the frontal Blue Leopards fired flares and explosive rounds towards the grounded Morgons.
 
   Kim turned to shout at Jozefina, his rifle still bucking in his hands, ‘They are weakening us before they move in for the kill…stay close to me and my men!’ Flares erupted amongst the prone Morgon troops, flashing against the snow, the detonations from explosive rounds flashing flame and throwing armoured bodies into the air with the blast waves. Grenades puffed across the snow before the depression, the bursts of smoke billowing from the small canisters as the Morgons sought to blind their defending enemy.
 
   Jo’s assault rifle clicked empty, her hands scrambling frantically for a fresh magazine as the soldier next to her twisted sideways, blood pouring from his shoulder as he fell forwards. Rees’s eyes widened, his arms shuddering as he fired out, his head turning as he vaguely heard the deep whoosh above, the air seeming to shudder as his weapon clicked empty.
 
   The eastern horizon flashed white, a wall of flame rising dramatically into the air as Rees drew breath, fumbling for another magazine for his rifle,. Jozefina gasped, the Blue Leopard next to her shouting hoarsely, ‘It’s the Morasat battery!’ Distant figures were tossed into the air, their tiny frames visible against the flaming backdrop, Rees swearing under his breath as he realised how far the Morgon forces went back in depth. The flashing lights of enemy drop ships speeding overhead, their crews dropping troops to the rear of the defenders to strengthening the positions.
 
   The Blue Leopards fired more flares and explosive rounds, the shrieks of anger rising as the Morgons rose up, their black armour surging forward into the swirling smoke as the lasers fired continuously, acrid steam billowing across the defenders. The muzzle flashes lit up the night as the Herrakians and humans fired out desperately once more, several critically wounded raising their bloodied weapons, knowing full well the consequences of defeat.
 
   The gap between the forces narrowed, the furious firefight tearing through the armour on either side as contorted bodies fell, the defenders now heavily outnumbered and ducking down behind the terrain as the incoming fire intensified. The terrain was bathed in explosive light again as the massive shells from the Morasat battery fell to earth in the near distance, flames soaring into the sky as more enemy bodies were incinerated or torn to pieces.
 
    
 
   The lead hover tanks smashed into the northern Morgon line, the halftracks placed on either side in a ‘V’ formation as the vehicles accelerated to maximum speed. The quad barrels glowed red hot, their barrels belching high powered laser blasts across the terrain. The nearest Morgon bodies disintegrated under the intense energy, their armour no match for the sheer potency of the blasts.
 
   Shrieks of alarm and anger echoed through the cabins, the occupants firing out through the side gun ports as bullets and enemy limbs clattered across the sides of the armoured vehicles. Captain Mason screaming over the din, glancing at the forward viewing screen next to his opening, the line of muzzle flashes over the depression wall illuminating the dark air, ‘Pull up along the eastern front of the infantry…provide a protective shield for them!’
 
   The twin barrels of the three hover tanks billowed flame, high explosive shells ripping through the charging Morgon infantry, the explosions flashing across the terrain as ripped bodies were tossed into the air. The frontal lasers on the tanks flashed continuously, tearing through the front ranks of the black armoured infantry as the hulls bounced into bodies and the injured. 
 
   The tank crews glanced warily at each other as shell after shell was loaded, waiting for the ominous clank of armoured piercing mines on the hulls or the whoosh of rockets, the hovers no longer considered advanced enough for close proximity combat.
 
   The hover jeeps swept along inside the ‘V’ formation, their rear mounted laser cannon gunners sweeping the weapons back and forth across the terrain behind nervously.  Armoured bodies clanked against the outer hulls of the halftracks, the Morgons surprised by the entrance of a new foe into the battle, the vehicles lurching as their tracks ground over limbs and bodies. 
 
   Captain Mason fired out into the darkness, shrieks and screams filling the rear compartment as the halftracks and tracks drew between the opposing forces. The Blue Leopards surged forward, using the arriving vehicles as cover and firing out from behind their armoured hulls, the inner line and hover tanks pulling forward to provide a further extended barrier. The turret motors of the tanks whirred in the maelstrom of fire, turning to face the enemy to their left as the quad laser cannons fired short bursts into the retreating Morgons.
 
   Mason struggled to the back of the carrier, the doors spilling open as Blue Leopards and South Koreans ducked behind the vehicles for cover. Warm steam from the overhead guns swept over the figures, the American captain glancing round frantically as bullets ricocheted off the outer hulls.
 
   Captain Mekeert leapt out, running towards the Blue Leopard commander, her frame lowered as the shrieks and gunfire swept across them. Raising a fist to her chest, she stared into the Herrakian’s visor, her voice a shrill shout, ‘There is not much time…load the wounded and we will be off!’
 
   Malikkas looked around quickly, indicating to his soldiers, his teeth gritted, ‘They are behind us in large numbers…’ They ducked as a wall of flame rose up in the east, the Morasat battery now firing continuously towards the Morgon positions. His bubbled armoured arm rose, pointing to the rising flame, ‘We go east…to the villages…that is the only escape now!’
 
   Shouts echoed from behind, the soldiers dragging wounded towards the carriers, blood trails in their wake. Bullets splattered against the sides of the armoured hulls, the muzzles flashing in return as more flares rose into the air. The Blue Leopard commander grimaced, hearing the shouts of warning from behind, ‘The enemy is getting ready to attack from the other side…we need to move now!’
 
   Mekeert nodded, her adrenalin soaring as she turned to look at Mason glancing out through the rear doors, ‘Very well Sir…everyone we can get inside, the remainder on the roofs and in jeeps. We move fast…there will only be one chance at this!’
 
   The Herrakian commander grinned, his eyes narrowed, ‘If we judge the battery fire correctly they will clear a path…judge it wrong and we will be gone too!’ He strode towards the open doors, shouting at Mason, explosions rocking the halftrack frames as the Morgons threw grenades, screams filling the air, ‘Get into the front…drive the advance to the east…away from the city. Wait for the next two salvos then drive through!’ Soldiers pushed past his frame, pushing wounded troops into the back of the open carriers as Mason nodded, turning and disappearing into the back.
 
   Several soldiers approached breathlessly, their gasps perturbing, the first shouting with excitement and desperation, ‘Enemy troops moving towards the back of the depression…we are running out of time!’
 
   Jozefina grabbed Rees, pushing him towards the open doors of one of the carriers, her voice a raised shout, ‘Heathrow Battalion to me…get into the vehicles now!’ The volunteers surged forward, several glancing over their shoulders in terror as the laser guns commenced whirring at the back of the slight depression, shrieks now filling the air from all sides.
 
   The engines roared as the halftracks started to turn, the hover tanks ahead manoeuvring to lead the charge, Blue Leopards clinging to the rear of their hulls behind the turrets, their assault rifles firing out as sparks cracked against the armoured plate. Lasers light up the terrain as the last defenders ran towards the vehicles, the fire intensifying behind them as proximity grenades began exploding in the slight depression, some of the laser guns falling silent.
 
   Rees stared wide eyed from the open back doors as the carrier lurched forward, jumping as the soldiers next to him fired out, his own weapon rising in instinctive response. Several Blue Leopards and South Koreans were at the edge of the depression, backing away as their rifles bucked, firing at the advancing Morgons, the rear-guard now dangerously exposed as the vehicles began to form up, the main attention to the east. The remaining stationary lasers filled the terrain with steam as one by one they were knocked out, explosions tearing through the depression as the black armoured bodies surging towards the vehicles. 
 
   Rees screamed in frustration as the enemy soldiers ran across the depression, the rear-guard troops overwhelmed as they were cut down. The halftrack jolted forward, the laser quad above turning to fire on the advancing Morgons as Rees watched the remaining defenders fall one by one, the black armoured infantry smashing their rifles butts down against the bodies as the armoured carriers accelerated. Blue laser light flew from above, several detonations in the distance as they lurched away, the last of the muzzle flashes dying away as the soldiers either side of him desperately slammed the rear doors.
 
   Rees sank back onto his buttocks, tears filling his eyes as the rear compartment was plunged into darkness, the soldiers pushing past him to fire out from the side openings. Several wounded groaned painfully around him, his hands rose to his helmet in shock. The scenes of the last soldiers being butchered too much for his inexperienced mind as the muzzle flashes erupted once more, the screeches of hatred from outside echoing round the enclosed space.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen: Rangara Outpost
 
    
 
   The low one storey buildings lined the snow laden single track, several torches flickering on the outskirts as the small convoy approached through an intensifying blizzard. The five sentries beckoned them forward grimly, masks across their lower faces in protection against the cold, their visors complimented by pin lights at either side, the bright glows sweeping through the thick snowfall towards each soldier as they were inspected cautiously.
 
   Captain Dugachard quizzed the lead sentry as the vehicles lumbered past, her eyes strained in confusion, ‘Why are you checking each soldier…they are all with me?’ Debra drew level, her lips clamped shut against the cold, her exhaled breath swirling with the falling snowflakes.
 
   The sentry turned to stare at the captain, his breath forced through the cloth mask, ‘Enemy movements have been reported nearby and we are wary of infiltrators attempting to join the back of your column…we think they are only stragglers or sympathisers, but our duty is to protect the inhabitants and they are very nervous.’
 
   The captain’s eyes widened in surprise, Debra shifting uncomfortably as the Dugachard’s tone became firmer, ‘I thought this outpost was secure?  We have very few soldiers…’
 
   The lead sentry nodded grimly, his padded jacket covered in iced snow, ‘It is…well for now. We have suspicions of rebels nearby…rumours of us losing the war are rife…that always encourages the worst in some, ideas of challenging perhaps. We have had to investigate a number of incursions on the land outside the village and some equipment has gone missing.’ He shook his masked head, ‘Don’t worry…I have been told half the garrison is staying here with you. That should be enough deterrent. We have increased the strength and frequency of patrols and that seems to have had an impact…’ He indicated as Riaz passed by grimly, ‘The addition of more Red Leopards will help as well…’
 
   Debra moved forward to speak, Captain Dugachard nudging her and interrupting, ‘Where is your commanding officer…I will require a briefing and an overview of our situation? When are you due to move out? I want my troops to have a couple of hours rest…’
 
   The sentry glanced round, seeing Riaz and Shino reluctantly raise their hands against the lights shone directly into their faces, the Asian male officer gritting his teeth in irritation, ‘We will be leaving in a couple of hours…one patrol is still to return, they are overdue…probably lost in the snowfall. Once they are back, we will probably get ready.’ He turned, pointing down the one main street as the last soldiers and vehicle struggled and slipped past down the slope, ‘The commander will be in the main stockade…keep going and it will rise up on your left.’ He leant forward, his voice lowered, ‘What is the military situation like outside please?’
 
   The captain glanced at him, her darkened visor giving nothing away as she pursed her lips, ‘Not great…but there is still always hope…’ She forced a smile and strode past the man, walking down the slope after the last carrier as Debra followed closely behind.
 
   Debra caught the captain up, grasping her shoulder as she slipped in the snow, the officer grasping the supervisor’s uniform to prevent her falling. The airport supervisor’s voice was hissed, ‘There is insurgency here? What will we do?’
 
   Captain Dugachard turned brusquely to her, hissing firmly in return, ‘You will act as soldiers…which you are now! We will hold this position and provide security for the locals…that is what you are good at is it not? Security?’
 
   Debra nodded solemnly, surprised by the captain’s seeming outburst, her helmet turning away, ‘We will try…’
 
   Captain Dugachard pulled the supervisor further towards her, her teeth gritted, ‘You will do more than try…I have lost virtually an entire command….from now on, you are Red Leopard infantry…nothing less, do you understand? Make sure the other two know!’
 
   Debra’s face turned back, her emotions confused as she nodded in stunned silence, the captain releasing her and abruptly turning to trudge further down the track.
 
    
 
   Shino’s eyes flickered open, the brief sleep dulling her senses. Struggling to a seating position, she glanced round the small barracks room, the low bunk beds almost full of slumbering soldiers still in their uniforms. Thinking back over the last couple of hours, she recalled the high alloy walls of the stockade, the quad gun batteries on either corner manned by silent sentries, their dull stares welcoming the small group to their new home. 
 
   They had trudged in silence along the single street, the dull single storey masonry dwellings on either side in darkness. As the snow laden track turned at a virtual right angle to the right, the entrance torches of the stockade flickered across the dull metal alloy finish on the walls, a sign over the main entrance indicating their arrival at the Rangara Outpost.
 
   Entering through the two large reinforced gates, the low prefabricated building had lined the inside walls, dull metallic walls and roofs covered in a thick layer of snow. High mountains rose up sharply to the west and south, their jagged dark peaks just visible through the heavy snowfall.
 
   She looked up as the door swung open, Tregan dusting the snow from his shoulder armour as he slowly removed his helmet, smiling grimly at her as he approached across the grooved floor. Running a hand through matted hair, he lowered himself to sit at the end of her bunk nodding a weary greeting, ‘You ok?’
 
   Shino smiled, glancing across the other slumbering figures, ‘Seem to be…tired, but ready. What’s happening today?’
 
   Tregan shook his head wearily, ‘It’s not good…’ His voice lowered as he sensed Riaz pushing himself up onto his elbow in the top bunk next door, his mouth opening in a wide yawn. The Trevakian winked at him, ‘Morning…’
 
   Riaz nodded, rubbing his groggy eyes as his lips curled in dissatisfaction, ‘Morning already…great…feels like I haven’t been to sleep yet!’
 
   Tregan glanced back to Shino, his eyes darkening, ‘The enemy seems to have broken through on the other side of Morasat…all available forces are being called to the capital to strengthen the defences…’
 
   Shino’s eyes widened in concern, ‘What does that mean for us here…are we being moved up too?’
 
   Tregan grinned, his expression mellowing, ‘No…not as yet. I have just been with Captain Dugachard and the outpost commander…they are stripping the defences here to provide more troops for the front as ordered.’ He sighed, pinching his nose with tiredness, ‘We will be left with two squads, a jeep and an armoured carrier…the rest are heading east in an hour. It will be a little lonely, but it is important to provide security for the locals. The Red Leopards have stabilised the line near Contax Base and we will hopefully sit out the campaign here.’
 
   Riaz leant forward, wary of the others overhearing as he heard the movements around them, ‘What is it that’s here? A small village and some locals…why is it so important?’
 
   Tregan sniffed, smiling widely, ‘You don’t miss much do you! This is the furthest enclave to the west, next to the mountains…’ He leant forward lowering his voice to a whisper and glancing round furtively, ‘This is between us only…there is a path through the mountains which apparently leads to another base…’
 
   Shino shuffled towards him, her eyes sparkling with excitement, ‘Another base? What kind of base?’
 
   Tregan shrugged, ‘I am not sure…special operations I think…that is why this outpost is here. The base is minimally manned apparently, but we guard the approach and police the area. The fortifications were positioned across the path entrance, the village mostly unaware of its existence over time.’ He glanced round, ensuring they were still not overheard, ‘The villagers are unaware…it seems the personnel for this other base come here as ordinary garrison troops before heading off into the mountains…’
 
   Riaz pushed his body forward, the hairs on the back of his neck twitching, ‘Are we going to this base?’
 
   Tregan shook his head, ‘No…we stay and police the area…provide a picture of normality to the locals…your Red Leopard uniforms will assist that.’ The Trevakian’s eyes darkened once more, ‘It is thought some of the village population are Silaks or at least informants for the enemy…so be careful. Don’t stray too far from the stockade or leave the designated patrol routes…you should not venture out on your own.’
 
   Shino glanced grimly at Riaz, her nervousness rising, ‘It seems we have landed in it again!’
 
   Riaz nodded, slumping back on his bunk and staring at the ceiling as he exhaled heavily in frustration, ‘I would do permanent early shifts to get out of this now!’ He grinned ironically, ‘I guess we have to realise life has changed now…the past is gone, probably never to return.’ He rose slowly again, indicating to the Trevakian, ‘This is my new best mate…we would be dead now without him I guess.’ He nodded his appreciation to Tregan, slowly lowering himself back onto his bunk, emotion rising into his throat.
 
   Shino’s eyes widened, her head nodding towards the prone Riaz, the Trevakian smiling with embarrassment.
 
   Tregan slowly pushed himself to his feet, lifting his assault rifle from the floor as he turned, clearing his throat and raising his voice as he addressed the room, ‘All outside in full combat gear for inspection. The garrison are leaving shortly and we need to show the locals our strength on the walls!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen: Through Hell
 
    
 
   Leading the ‘V’ formation, the hover tanks crashed forward, bullets peppering their armoured hulls as the crews feverishly reloaded their front two cannons. Laser blasts swept the terrain ahead, the gunners pouring in sweat as the enemy shrieks filled their cabins, Morgon soldiers disintegrating under the high powered energy bolts.
 
   The quad guns of the armoured carriers on the sides poured fire into the enemy ranks, bullets flashing from the side openings as the troops inside fire continuously. One by one, the soldiers grasping hand rails on the roofs toppled from the vehicles, blood splattering against the quad gunners and defensive shields as the troops sheltering behind them were hit, the enemy swarming over the wounded and dying soldiers on the ground and butchering them where they fell.
 
   The jeeps in the centre of the formation fired relentlessly to the rear, their gunners tensing leg muscles as the small vehicles bounced along, wounded clinging desperately to the side racks. Cutting down their pursuers, the Herrakians tensed nervously as the black armoured infantry surged after their prey, the high pitched shrieks of blood lust filling the terrain. 
 
   Captain Mason was shouting in the confines of his passenger seat, his assault rifle firing at the Morgons attempting to mount the hover tanks in front. The muzzle flashes lit up the terrain as he fired controlled bursts, attempting to cut down the enemy surging in from the sides. The flashes of laser lights above poured across the black glinting figures, the headlights on full beam in an attempt to blind them. Steam filled the air as the desperate shouts for more ammunition or medics echoed around the inside of the carrier, the tracks grinding forward as the engines roared.
 
   The American grimaced as the weapon clicked empty, smoke pouring from the overheated laser overhead as the firing abruptly ceased. Black clad Morgon infantry clambered onto the tank in front, the four Blue Leopards sheltering in the hull battling against seven enemy infantry as one by one they were knocked or thrown from the rear of the armoured vehicle. Mason slammed the new magazine into his weapon, thrusting it forwards into the cupola as he pulled the trigger, the bullets sparking off the enemy armour as two toppled backwards into the snow. 
 
   The remaining five jumped from the tank, the crew inside screaming in terror as they realised the inevitable. The tank lurched sideways, the explosive flash detonating over the engine as black smoke poured from the back of the vehicle, the steering crippled as it veered off to the left. Mason screamed in frustration, seeing the black armoured figures clambering aboard the stricken vehicle once more, smashing at the hatches with weapon butts as the crew inside primed grenades.
 
   The driver next to him accelerated as the explosive blast swept across the halftrack, the crippled tank erupting in flame as the crew took their own lives, resigned to their fate at the hands of the enemy. Mason fired continuously as the armoured carrier charged forward crunching against armoured bodies that were trying to run through the gap, to get to the weakly armoured jeeps.
 
   A wave of fire filled their viewing slits, the Morasat battery shells landing a short distance ahead and abruptly turning night into day. The silhouettes of body parts and debris tossed into the air filling their sight. Mason shouted, the driver accelerating further, ‘Now…before they fire again…break through!’
 
   The lead tank crashed against a wall of Morgon infantry, the three soldiers clinging to the back slipping and scrambling to stay aboard as the armoured hulk jolted violently. Enemy infantry surged over the vehicle as it slowed, smashing their rifles against the defenders as they fell from back of the tank. Shrieks of hatred echoed across the advancing vehicles as lasers swept the tank hull, tearing the Morgon bodies to pieces, the tank grinding on as explosions rocked the external armoured plate.
 
   Captain Mason ducked instinctively, the flash from a rocket sweeping over them as more smoke trails shot between the vehicles. The driver ducked down, pushing the burbling engine to the limit as the carrier attempted to catch the lead tank, to close the gap further.
 
   An explosion to the right, the second lead tank lurching sideways as its engine mounting cracked, the soldiers on the back jumping from the armour to valiantly charge into a mass of Morgon infantry, their muffle flashes disappearing under the weight of attacking black body armour as their bodies were beaten mercilessly to the ground.
 
   The carriers surged on, tracks crunching over limbs and torsos as bullets peppered the sides. Closing with the last remaining tank, the Morgon infantry surged through the gaps, many cut down as the mass of black armour overwhelmed the weakly armoured jeeps in the centre. The Herrakians and their allies were yanked from the small vehicles, their body armour cracking and finally smashed to bits beneath continuous blows as they succumbed one by one to the enemy infantry. Grenades detonated amongst the hand to hand fighting, the humans and their allies choosing to take some of the enemy with them in death as blast waves slapped against the sides of the remaining halftracks.
 
   Jozefina gasped as she stared through the armoured slit, seeing bodies torn to pieces under the explosive pressure, Morgons hacking at bodies beneath them as acrid smoke drifted across the scenes, the second tank now burning fiercely. 
 
   A brief scream from above, the clatter of a body in the quad position as the upper gunner was killed caused her to spin round, Mekeert shouting across the cabin frantically, ‘Get on the quad!’ The soldier next to Jo slapped her shoulder, heaving himself towards the position and yanking the centre doors open as the dead gunner’s body slumped through the opening. Jo lunged forward, Rees whimpering as he pulled the corpse from the open hatch doors, blood splashing across the cabin floor as the Herrakian pushed himself into the gunner position.
 
   Jo grabbed Rees’s shoulders, pushing him towards the vacant spot next to her at the armoured slits, her voice a scream as the carrier shook again, ‘Fire at anything that moves Rees!’ the assault rifles cracked against the interior hull as they pulled the triggers in unison, the quad gun barking above as more laser light swept across the terrain, the halftracks bouncing violently on the rough ground.
 
   Explosions crumped behind as the jeeps and second tank exploded, the carriers surging onwards as Mason stared out. Bright lights flashed across the terrain, the Morasat gun battery explosions ripping across the ground behind them, the blast wave rumbling around the advancing halftracks as the last few surviving allies disappeared in a wall of flame with their enemy.
 
   The last tank rumbled on, the crew firing continuously as Morgon infantry attempted to clamber aboard, the bullets from the carriers behind sweeping the armoured hull that had lost all its riders, the Leopards lying bloodied and dead across the land to the rear.
 
   One of the rear halftracks slowed, its engine belching smoke as the oils burned. The driver desperately attempted to accelerate, hearing the screams of fear from the rear compartment as the occupants sensed the reduction in speed. The laser cannon above fired continuous blasts in defence, the gunner biting his lips as the temperature on the weapon rose dramatically. Steam and smoke began to pour from the quad, the guns overheating as the gunner whined in frustration…then the weapon ceased firing to cool. The carrier jolted forward, smoke pouring from the front engine compartment as the driver shouted frantically, seeing the carriers in front begin to disappear into the darkness ahead. Bullets poured from the sides as the soldiers in the cabin fired out desperately, the two remaining soldiers clinging to the roof toppling onto the ground below as they were hit multiple times.
 
   The clanks of armoured piercing grenades filled the cabin as Morgon engineers smacked the explosives to the outer hulls, retreating swiftly as the timers began to countdown. The troops in the cabin shouted and swore in frustration, the whimpering of the wounded at their feet drowned out by the gunfire as the engine died, the carrier lurching to a halt.
 
   The explosions ripped through the hull, tearing the bodies inside to pieces as the upper quad turret was blown into the air. Flames soared upwards as the power cells erupted, the carrier chassis burning fiercely as the last magnesium flares ignited, bathing the surrounding terrain in a surreal glow. The few remaining grenades erupted, several Morgons falling prey to the razor sharp shrapnel as the remainder charged forward, pursuing the last four carriers and lead tank.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen: The Vipers rise from the ashes
 
    
 
   Flight Leader Anjara walked slowly along the line of four pilots, glancing at their grey flight uniforms, the curling snake of the Viper emblazoned across their chests. Stopping briefly at the end, he smiled grimly at one of his long term students, his face flushed with tiredness. The commander drew closer to the pilot, his scorched skin tensing as he took in the exhaustion on the man’s face, ‘How are you holding up Somas?’
 
   The pilot tensed instinctively, raising his fist sharply to his chest, his voice strained, ‘Ready when you are Sir!’ A brief smile swept across his lips, the pilot’s other arm bandaged beneath his flight suit as he winced.
 
   Anjara grinned, his tongue sweeping across his front teeth in admiration, ‘Are you fit to fly…?’ He indicated to the pilot’s other arm, ‘Is it very painful?’
 
   Somas’s brown eyes stared defiantly back, ‘I will follow you into the heavens Sir….the Morgon fighters need to be beaten…’ The pilot glanced away, emotion filling his features as he swallowed.
 
   The flight leader placed his hand on the man’s shoulder, turning to the others and clearing his dry throat, ‘We have a mission over and above engaging the enemy.’ He hesitated, seeing the four pilots’ eyes widen in anticipation, ‘There has been heavy fighting to the east…our forces have advanced along a wide front and command wants an overall view…radio and radar information is unclear.’ He gritted his teeth, the pilots glancing at his burnt features, ‘We have lost contact with the Blue Leopards…it seems the enemy was far stronger than anticipated. We are to provide a picture of what is happening on the ground, then engage enemy fighters above and move to protect Alexion One…’ He patted the shoulder of Somas fondly, turning to face the man in front of him again, ‘You will return with the reports and then join us in the fight above…’ The pilot nodded his understanding, his flight suit excreting painkillers onto his arm and chest.
 
   Anjara stepped back, glancing along the short line again, his own suit marked with a variety of awards round the shoulder, ‘Those of you joining the Vipers today will know of our prowess in battle…we show no mercy to the enemy and they are fully aware of that. You shoot to kill, to kill the Morgon pilot and to destroy his craft so that it may not be used again against us…’ He shifted his stance, his body aching from extreme tiredness and several old nagging injuries, ‘Once the Morgons are aware we are airborne, they will target us…they will send craft and pilots in an attempt to destroy us…’ He stared at the pilots before him, seeking a weakness in their resolve. Smiling briefly as he saw none, he continued, ‘We stay together and fight together as a unit…no one breaks off to follow the enemy, the flight stays as one unless on my direct order…do you understand?’
 
   The boots clicked together, four voices raised in unison as fists crashed against chests, ‘Yes Sir!’
 
   The flight leader nodded in triumph, his voice nearly broken, ‘Good…let’s take to the heavens! No Mercy! Our time is now!’
 
    
 
   The four silver fighters rose vertically into the darkened sky, the dust swirling and blowing from the landing pads beneath as their engines glowed, thrusting upwards. Anjara glanced out of his cockpit on either side, seeing the several spotlights in bays below shining down on damaged and scorched craft, engineers working feverishly under the neon light to prepare the star fighters for battle.
 
   He grimaced, thinking of the four pilots he had already lost, hoping at least a couple were still alive somewhere, struggling back towards Morasat in the dark, ready to join him once more, to make use of one of the craft below. The short flight radio wave burbled in his ears, Somas’s voice clear and sharp, ‘Flight Leader…Systems check Viper wing…Number Two is experiencing limited power surges, but not critical…fit to proceed!’
 
   Anjara listened as the other three pilots reported in positively, their star fighters hovering over their flight decks as they ran through instrument and weapon checks. Finally satisfied, he bit his lip, clicking the microphone, ‘Follow me to the east…stay low and close. Keep alert and observe the ground…I want enemy positions and signs of our forces. Our report will decide future actions, so it needs to be accurate…anything suspicious, I want to know!’
 
   The radio clicked in his ears, the rest of the flight indicating their understanding, Flight Leader Anjara grinning as he felt his adrenalin surge. Swallowing in nervousness, his grip tensed on the stick before he pulled to the right, his silver craft banking sharply as the rest of the flight followed their leader. 
 
   Engineers and mechanics glanced upwards, the light sparkling off the hulls of the five silver craft above as the first swept forward, engines glowing as the others followed after their leader, their eyes straining as the dust swept across the figures on the ground. The Morasat battery roared to the north causing the maintenance crews to tense, the two enormous guns firing shells out to the east once more.
 
    
 
   The five star fighters streamed across the dark sky, flying at low altitude, the pilots viewing their electronic displays and the terrain on the screens below. The Flight Leader checked the images before him, the buildings sweeping past on the ground beneath them as the craft shot across the sky, sentries glancing upwards instinctively as they heard the roar above.
 
   The terrain on the screens became darker as the fighters sped out past the outer buildings, Anjara seeing the green dots and gun emplacements on the high buffs as he thrust his stick forward, the sleek craft accelerating out above the low cliffs and into pitch darkness.
 
   The craft’s electronic voice startled him, the low warning preceded by a shrill beep, ‘Enemy ground forces ahead...adjust height, adjust height!’ He clicked his microphone, his voice firm, ‘Stay at current altitude…we are too low for the Morgons to react…increase speed to compensate!’
 
   The clicks reverberated in his ear as numerous red dots began to appear on his screen, the outline beginning to glow in warning. The red dots increased dramatically, the screen flashing as the colours merged, the ground ahead full of enemy troops. Anjara strained his eyes at the screen, trying to locate signs of friendly forces as tracers began to rise into the air behind the star fighters, the Morgons firing blindly upwards in response to the thrust of engines above. 
 
   The Flight Leader tensed, the sheer number of enemy forces below unsettling him and causing concern as the fighters swept on, his hand flicking his microphone again, ‘Somas…these are target coordinates…we need artillery brought down on the land below.’ He sucked air, gasping at the sheer number of moving enemy infantry below, the gaps of black land not occupied by enemy troops few and far between.
 
   Then he tensed, seeing flickers of green amongst the red mass, the virtual circle of bodies lying in the depression, their armour transponders still transmitting, but in a lower shade…the soldiers lost. The burning hull of a hover tank, then another…destroyed jeeps and scattered shattered bodies lying across the terrain as his eyes widened, one of the finest Trevakian fighting units confirmed as destroyed before him. 
 
   Moisture swept into his eyes, the realisation the elite fighting unit had been completely overwhelmed sweeping through his mind, the brave soldiers fighting for their lives and the existences of others as they fell selflessly. Then on the screen, a lone smouldering and smashed carrier, bodies lying around the contorted shape as he bit his lower lip. A charge of electricity swept up his spine, the hordes of red dotted infantry moving quickly across the terrain, the green indicator lights of four carriers and a tank ahead smashing through masses of red bodies. He rose in his seat, seeing the flashes below, the laser turrets pouring steam as blasts of high energy swept out into the masses of moving enemy, the ground itself seeming to surge against the lonely armoured vehicles. 
 
   Tracers swept into the dark sky, the bright lights flashing across the five cockpits as computerised voices filled their ears, ‘Enemy ground fire increasing…evasive action advised…’
 
   Anjara’s hand clicked the microphone frantically, a croaking voice spreading across the earphones of the four pilots behind, ‘On my mark…Number Two and Three…climb and bank to 180…interdiction ground attack on enemy flanking infantry attacking our forces…watch your distance!’ Hearing two clicks, he continued, ‘Number Four and Five, bank left…I am going right. We pull a 360 and come up from behind once more…Number four…middle ground, tear up the pursuers, watch your fire on approach…Number five, follow my lead to port…we clear the ground ahead!’ He nodded comfortably as two more clicks filled his headphones, his adrenalin surging further.
 
   He glanced down, seeing the green lights fill the horizon of his screen, the villages in the distance only three clicks further ahead from the struggling halftracks…enticingly close. A faint smile spreading across his lips as he pushed himself up to briefly stare out of the cockpit, the cut off forces confirmed as still alive and in fighting shape, the flashes of laser guns spilling east and west as the defenders fired out against a determined enemy.
 
   Flight Leader Anjara’s finger tentatively clicked the microphone button, raw courage stirring in his stomach as he pressed hard, his voice almost hoarse, ‘Let it happen! Our time is now!’
 
   Two star fighter engines roared as the jets swept upwards, the other three banking hard across the terrain as their engine wakes glowed. Tracer bullets soared upwards chasing the fighters as they accelerated across the dark sky, the flashes across the heavens startling the defending forces in the villages below as they glanced upwards before resuming concentrated fire out towards the attackers in the distance. The sky seemed to crackle, bursts of static surging across the laser guns under the wings as the pilots armed their weapons, their silver craft sweeping over the landscape as Morgon and trapped allied forces looked up, the engines above screaming across the terrain in ferocity.
 
   Anjara clicked his microphone once more, ‘Somas…complete sweep, then return to base…report survivors in the villages and an overwhelming enemy presence. We must stop these forces reaching the cliffs or the city will fall…all available artillery to target the terrain in between…’ He hesitated, ‘You must get the message back!’
 
   The radio burbled, the signal nearly out of range as his number two turned sharply in the upper atmosphere before hurtling back to earth, the voice strained but calm, ‘Understood Number One…message and coordinates will be conveyed as per your order…commencing sweep now…weapons hot, let’s tear them up!’
 
   The flight leader banked his star fighter sharply, red hot tracers whisking past his cockpit windows as he clicked the blast screens active, his attention moving to the screen below as the craft behind followed his lead. Accelerating to a parallel position, both pilots checked their instruments, the third fighter falling in behind to the centre as their altitude steadied. The headphones crackled, Anjara’s voice surging through static, ‘Fire at will!’
 
   The silver fighters tore forward, high powered lasers tearing up the ground as bodies were incinerated or tossed into the air with debris and rocks, the energy exploding across the ground.
 
   From the east, two star fighters’ lasers spewed energy at the concentrated enemy forces below, the bright explosions rising into the air as ammunition and the ground erupted. Tracers cracked past, the bright lights sweeping past the silver hulls as the craft accelerated, their guns pouring fire onto the enemy below.
 
   Flight Leader Anjara gasped as the two oncoming fighters swept past, his fighter buffeted by the wind distortion as he closed with the other craft to his side. The green vehicles below closed on his screen as he moved his finger again to the firing button, the targeting mechanism flashing red, then glowing green as he snapped his finger on the mechanism again. Lasers exploded on the ground below, broken and seared bodies tossed into the air from the high velocity explosions as the ground between the stricken convoy and villages lit up dramatically. 
 
   The electronic voice broke sharply through the cockpit, ‘Allied forces ahead…check your fire in 3…2 …1…auto stabiliser engaged…firing prevented!’
 
   Anjara slipped his finger from the firing button, his microphone clicked once more, a determined voice spreading through the earphones of the other pilots, ‘Upwards to the battle…Vipers onwards! Regroup and stay close!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen: Breakthrough
 
    
 
   The halftracks smashed forward, their speed decreasing against the heavy number of enemy bodies. Armour clattered against the sides, the carriers behind attempting to sweep the hulls of the vehicles in front to clear enemy boarders. Desperation began to fill the minds of the surviving soldiers, their weapons now firing red hot out of the cupolas on the carrier sides, the ammunition levels depleting…and fast. The roof mounted laser quads fired short bursts, the guns overheated and unable to continually fire, steam pouring from the weapons.
 
   Captain Mason’s body jolted in surprise, his eyes staring wide as the explosions suddenly ripped across the terrain before them, the silver star fighters sweeping overhead, their engine wakes shaking the armoured halftrack hulls. The dark ground lit up as the tracks tore forward, grinding over bodies and armoured plate as the defenders fired out relentlessly. Body parts and debris clattered against the front armoured plate, the shrieks of anger and fury echoing around the vehicles as they surged onwards, bouncing violently over bodies and shattered limbs.
 
   Rees glanced round, screams filling the rear cabin as the firing intensified. A heavily wounded Herrakian, his right leg gone below the knee was scrambling across the injured bodies on the compartment floor, applying makeshift dressings to open seeping cuts and shattered armour, his own leg bleeding heavily as the makeshift bandages failed to stem the flow.
 
   On the opposite side, Lieutenant Kim shouted across the rear cabin behind the American as the walls shook once more, his voice drowned out by the shrieks outside, ‘Stay calm…keep firing!’ He glanced up as the laser quad fired out once more, the bursts becoming more sporadic as the guns overheated further, steam and vapour surging across the carrier’s roof. The roof gunners were resorting to throwing grenades and firing their own weapons, increasing their individual vulnerability as they ducked above and below the protective plate.
 
   Captain Mason fired out again, the muzzle flashes reflecting off his visor and armour as the muffled screams from behind intensified. The driver grimaced, his lips curling upwards in frustration as an explosion from the right rocked the halftrack, the flanking carrier succumbing to armoured piercing explosives clamped to the sides.
 
   The tracks whined, Rees biting his lips as he saw the two burning figures struggle from the crippled flanking carrier, their bodies overwhelmed and beaten to the ground by a mercilessly black clad enemy. His teeth clenched, his lips bleeding heavily as he targeted the Morgon attackers, two twisting and falling as his bullets hit home. Terror and hatred swept through his chest, the intensity of the sensation seeming to sear through his mind as he fired continuously, reloading with focus and resuming the firefight once more.
 
   The laser turret above swung round, attempting to dislodge the armoured figures clambering onto the roof, the remaining three carriers grinding forward after the hover tank. The heavy fighting hover vehicle swept onwards, enemy armoured infantry clinging to its sides as the guns belched, the acrid steam of the overheated silent front lasers sweeping across their black figures.
 
   Bullets clattered against the sides of the carrier, a Heathrow volunteer falling backwards as a round split his breastplate, the scream resounding round the inside of the hull. Rees moved to help the writhing figure, Jozefina thrusting his body back towards the firing slit, her voice a scream, ‘Keep firing…they are overwhelming us!’
 
   Crashes echoed round the inside of the tank hull, the crew feverishly reloading the guns as their eyes widened in terror, the turret weaving from side to side in attempts to dislodge the Morgons on the outer armoured plate. The driver swept sweat from his eyes, his helmet discarded as his viewing slot bounced up and down, his vision blurred as the engine coughed, the screaming power surging through the cabin as the enemy feverishly smashed their weapons against its protective plate.
 
   The tank surged forward once more, the driver shouting desperately through bloodied clenched teeth, ‘The power cells are almost gone…we will stop soon!’
 
   Lieutenant Kim screamed across the rear halftrack cabin from the left side, his eyes widened in terror as he stared out of the gunnery slit, ‘Enemy infantry charging…keep firing!’ The remaining South Korean Blue Dragon marines slammed fresh ammunition magazines into their rifles, pouring fire on the advancing black clad infantry as the black armour glistened, the laser guns above firing briefly once more before falling silent. Fierce blows smashed down on the upper gunner’s head, his body dropping back down into the enclosed cabin as his helmet shattered under the force.
 
   Rees and Jozefina fired out on the other side, their guns becoming hot in their hands as the bullets poured from the muzzles, glimpses of black armour and silhouetted figures filling their vision as the carrier clattered and bumped forward.
 
   The tank gunner fired out again, smoke filling his viewing periscope as it was cracked then smashed from repeated blows, the small shattered resin viewing slit showing flashes in the distance. He smashed his fist against the mechanism, shouting round the cabin, ‘I am blinded…heavy concentrated fire ahead!’
 
   The driver shrugged, his voice lowered in defeat, ‘We are done…there are just too many! Prime grenades and pull off to the side…the carriers can carry on…’
 
   He jumped as the forward laser gunner’s voice surged through the battle noise and smashes to the hull, the tone highly excited as the energy guns fired out again, ‘Those are our guns! The villages are ahead! Onwards to safety…our time is now!’ The young laser specialist turned from his position, his face soaked in perspiration, grinning widely, ‘We are near safety comrades!’
 
    
 
   Captain Mason’s eyes widened, the flares surging into the air some four hundred metres ahead, the pulsing light cascading through the snowflakes and illuminating the terrain below. His lips opened to grin, the allied flares followed by muzzle flashes and laser blasts across the ground, the defenders ahead attempting to clear a path for them.
 
   Shadows and lights swirled across the ground ahead, the thick snowfall swirling round the hover tank as the three halftracks accelerated further. Mason fired another burst, his breath catching as he glimpsed the black metal armoured helmets rising form the foxholes ahead, his mouth opening to shout, ‘Keep going! Allied positions ahead!’ The flashes of flame from the forward Morgon position rockets swept across the front of the carrier as he glanced desperately around, his eyes catching sight of the surge of fire from the right, ‘RPG!’
 
   The flash lit up the forward cabin, the explosion rocking the carrier as the shell hit home. Mason was flung to the left, his helmet cracking violently against the inside hull as his vision spun. His body slumped downwards as blood and matter from the driver splattered across his uniform, the Trevakian killed instantly. Flames poured across the American’s vision, his combat uniform inflating as the blasts swept through the front seats.
 
   The halftrack rumbled forward with momentum, the vehicle shaking as flames swept from the front engine across the remains of the armoured front cabin. The passenger compartment filled with acrid smoke, screams of despair, bodies thrown from the sides and onto the wounded as another rockets crashed against the sides at an angle. Flames surged along the armoured plate as a track broke, the driverless carrier grinding on towards the Morgon trench as the occupants scrambled to rise.
 
   Lieutenant Kim swore loudly, thrusting his body upwards as the marines around him struggled to rise, their commander’s voice a scream, ‘Check the front compartment…we are hit. Once it comes to a halt, we bail out…run for the allied defences.’
 
   Jozefina grasped Rees’s arm roughly, dragging him determinedly to his knees as the carrier ground forward, the front lurching into a foxhole and stopping abruptly. The soldiers staggered, several screaming as explosions rocked the sides, the rear compartment plunged into darkness.
 
   Captain Mekeert kicked out at the back doors, a crack of metal as the bent and disfigured housings opened slightly. Another Blue Leopard crashed his shoulder desperately against the inside door, the opening widening slightly as he scrambled out, his rifle firing blindly as he tossed grenades around him. The shrieks of hatred got louder, other soldiers following the first, pushing roughly against the warped metal doors as bullets clanked against the armour plate, screams of blood lust sweeping through the darkness.
 
   Another carrier from behind swept past, crashing across the closing Morgon infantry, the upper quad spinning to fire defensively for the crippled vehicle. Rees glanced round desperately and broke free from Jo, scrambling towards the front of the carrier and heaving at the door to the front compartment, gunfire echoing around the compartment as the Blue Leopards and South Koreans fired out.
 
   Mekeert’s muffled voice swept through the opening at the rear, ‘Defensive screen…hold them back, then we run!’ The gunfire intensified, Rees tearing at the door frantically as it creaked open, the stench of burning flesh and explosive charge sweeping across his features. He gasped, his wide blue eyes glimpsing the right front side of the carrier torn open, the bloodied shattered body of the driver slumped in his seat. Shrieks of hatred echoed form outside as he glanced round, seeing the flashes through the flames, the defenders in the distance pouring fire onto the Morgons rising to engage and overwhelm the stricken vehicle.
 
   The body to the left moved slightly, Rees grasping the bloodied uniform and wrenching the body backwards, crashing through the opening and into the rear compartment as Jo grabbed him, her voice screaming frantically in his ears, ‘We need to get out…they are leaving!’ She stared briefly at the bloodied American, then grabbed his arms, a shriek of desperation coming from her clenched teeth as they pulled the body back towards the doors.
 
   Lieutenant Kim glanced back in to the rear of the crippled halftrack, checking for any remaining troops, his eyes widening as he saw the two figures struggling with the body, his teeth clenching as bullets clattered across the roof of the burning carrier, ‘He’s dead! Leave him!’
 
   Rees glanced up, his voice a scream of defiance, ‘No…he’s alive!’
 
   Kim shook his head in frustration, leaning forward and grabbing Rees’s arm, dragging him and the body towards the doors as Jozefina glanced down at Mason, blood dripping from his ears and mouth. They struggled out into the freezing air, the semi-circle of soldiers around the rear of the carrier rising to run. Flashes lit up the landscape, the defenders in the village firing rockets and flares at the advancing Morgons as the carrier in front poured laser fire over the roof. Rees jumped as mortar rounds crashed to earth, the thumps of high explosives tossing bodies and earth skywards as all the village guns were brought to bear as cover fire.
 
   They jogged, half-crouched across the broken earth, flares flashing above, the landscape surreally lit up as differing colours pulsed. Rees, Jozefina and Lieutenant Kim carried the wounded Captain Mason as bullets whisked past, flashes from explosions and pulsing lights disorientating them through the billowing snow and smoke. Their chests heaving, the Blue Leopards and Koreans dragged other wounded, a couple slumping or falling forward from stray fire behind. 
 
   Rees stumbled on the uneven ground, thrusting his body forward with momentum and regaining his footing, pain searing through his legs and chest. A rocket swept past, the heat from the trail of fire in its wake casting heat across their lower faces as they struggled on, bullets whipping across the ground. 
 
   Blinding tears, snow and smoke distorted the terrain, debris flying across them as grenades and rockets detonated to either side, their bodies stumbling across uneven frozen rubble and earth as they ran. The roar of halftrack engines filled their ears, one of the carriers moving in behind to offer cover, its rear doors ablaze with flames as the soldiers fired out frantically from inside.
 
   Rees stumbled again, gasping for air as he thrust his body onwards, Jo shouting breathlessly behind, ‘Keep going…’
 
   Smoke canisters rolled around them, the puffs excreting billowing cover across the torn ground. Kim grinned with adrenalin, his liking for the volunteers rising as bodies ran past on either side. His eyes widened under his helmet as he saw the silhouettes running towards them through the encroaching shroud, rough hands grasping the wounded and exhausted bodies, his vision catching the Yellow and blue and the black, red and yellow national flags on the shoulder armour as their bodies were dragged forward towards the villages ahead. German and Ukrainian troops were pulling them towards safety as a British voice shouted frantically nearby, ‘Bring them in…all in!’ 
 
   The gasping bodies half ran and were half carried past the forward foxholes and trenches outside the village, an English accented voice rising with adrenalin, ‘Royal Marines…open fire! Cut them down!’ Gunfire erupted behind as they were dragged past mortar pits and heavy machine guns, the flashes around them blurred as they gasped for breath. Above them on a building rooftop, a heavy machine gun rattled, the red hot tracers spewing out into the dark terrain, shrieks of hatred and gunfire returning as the Morgons fired back on the defenders.
 
   Jozefina stared at American shoulder flags, the two-man team moving forward and ducking into a foxhole as she jogged past, slowing to watch the soldiers, their heads re-emerging as one smacked the helmet of the other, ‘You’re good to go!’ 
 
   The long barrel rose upwards, then levelled and leaning on the other’s shoulder as his head slipped to the guidance system, the jet of flame surged outwards, the missile sweeping forward as Kim dragged her away, ‘Get into the buildings! The enemy is attacking…’ As she was dragged forward she watched the explosion rise in the distance, the specks and shadows of bodies thrown upwards as Kim shouted again, ‘It’s a Stinger missile…now keep going!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty: Rangara villagers
 
    
 
   The twenty soldiers stood in two lines, their assault rifles slung over their shoulders as the snow fell to earth around them. Before the lines, the last of the boxes were unloaded from the halftracks, the troops heaving food and ammunition canisters towards the supply bunker, the sturdy low masonry and metal resin buildings reinforced and surrounded with dirt filled bags. A low light began to spread across the village and mountains, the snow billowing over the hamlet as the men and women braced their bodies against the cold. Uniforms inflated, every soldier had thick cloth wrapped across their lower faces as additional protection against the biting wind.
 
   Tregan walked slowly up and down the first line, inspecting uniforms and offering encouragement to each individual. Slowing as he neared Debra, Shino and Riaz at the end, his smile widening and voice rising, ‘We will now adopt garrison duties…as soon as the supplies are unloaded, we will relieve the sentries on the upper defences and supervise their departure.’ His voice lowered slightly, ‘It is important we demonstrate to the locals our strength and resolve…we are never sure who is watching. They need to believe that we cannot be attacked or messed with…do you understand?’ 
 
   He waved both hands encouragingly upwards, the soldiers’ boots crunching together on the iced snow as tired voices resounded through the outpost, ‘Yes Sir!’
 
   Riaz grimaced beneath his visor, Tregan nodding to him and Shino, ‘You two take the quad gun on the northern corner, Debra go with them…I want three soldiers on each corner as the convoy leaves.’ He turned on his heels as Captain Dugachard emerged from the sandbagged command bunker, the sides sloped and camouflaged, Tregan’s voice rising, ‘Commander on parade…attention!’
 
   Fists slammed against chest armour as the Captain approached across the snow, nodding her approval as she ran her eyes across the two lines of uniformed soldiers in front of her. Raising hands onto her hips, her head rose, ‘Tregan is second in command…we will commence first patrol as soon as the convoy has departed.’ She indicated to the three humans at the end of the line, ‘You will go with Tregan and three others whilst the rest man the walls and main gate. We are insufficient in number to place sentries at the two entrances to the village, so the upper walls and gate will be manned by seven soldiers in rotation, more between patrols.’ She glanced across the exhausted and demoralised faces seeking understanding, ‘We patrol the area four times a day…none at night. In darkness we will all remain in the outpost.
 
   Captain Dugachard smiled weakly, ‘You will be even more tired working here…sentries need to be posted night and day and the patrols will need to be alert…we are concerned that Silak sympathisers and spies are in the village. We need to deter them from becoming too ambitious.’ She glanced round as the first engine behind roared into life, soldiers beginning to clamber into the rear compartments of the halftracks, ‘It is time for the convoy to leave…assume your positions and always consider the enemy could be watching you!’
 
   Tregan turned, his raised voice barking as he pointed, ‘Parade dismissed…you four on the main gate, the rest on the walls!’ The soldiers turned to the right formally, then broke from formation, jogging to their pre-determined positions.
 
    
 
   Shino stared past the quad gun’s defensive shield, the exposed platform they stood upon being swept by the cold breeze, snowflakes fluttering downwards around them. The low houses were mostly single storey, grim grey buildings with flat snow blanketed roofs extending for about a hundred metres along either street. Wisps of thick smoke rose from small chimneys, the petrified wood gathered locally providing minimal warmth for comfort. The small windows were mostly boarded up as protection against the elements, snow lining the narrow deserted street as the residents awoke from the night.
 
   Riaz leant against the armoured plate, indicating down the ram shackled narrow street with a gloved hand as his rifle clanked against the alloy armour, ‘Would you come here on holiday then?’ 
 
   Debra slapped his shoulder in irritation, ‘Show some respect…these people have been at war for a century!’
 
   Riaz shrugged as Shino grinned beneath her scarf, ‘It’s hardly a resort, is it? I mean these poor people have no life surely!’
 
   Debra leant forward between them in disgust, her exhaled air swirling, ‘How do you know…life seems simple here, perhaps they are very content…’
 
   Riaz indicated to two lone bedraggled figures trudging through the snow, the woman and a smaller girl heading up towards the corner entrance to the outpost, ‘Not sure that walk is the indication of happiness…they look really miserable.’
 
   The two main metal gates of the compound creaked open, Shino glancing back as the engines of the halftracks roared, their tracks spinning slightly before gaining traction and churning forward through the thickening snow. Single soldiers stood braced against the cold in the quad guns on the roof, glancing furtively around as the armoured vehicles ground forward, turning east along the main street on their way back towards the supply base. A small group of soldiers marched out behind the vehicles, padded jackets over their combat uniforms for warmth as they hunched their shoulders against the cold.
 
   The three stared down as the woman and her son waited patiently by the gate in the biting cold for the vehicles to pass, the woman indicating to one of the sentries and conversing with him. Riaz stared down in curiosity as Tregan was summoned to the entrance, the woman speaking with some concern to the second in command before the Trevakian turned and strode back towards Captain Dugachard, the two talking for a brief time before Tregan beckoned Debra to them.
 
   Riaz nudged Shino, the young Philippine glancing down into the outpost as Debra walked out towards the commanders, ‘I bet this will mean something for us to do!’ He shivered, ‘It’s getting damn cold now…when they said winter was coming, they weren’t joking…it seems to arrive on one day!’
 
   Shino nodded, dusting snow from her shoulders as her exhaled breath hung in the air, ‘If this is what it’s like during the day…how much colder will it get at night?’ He eyes drifted back towards the main gate, then watching the conversation that had just commenced.
 
   As Shino stared at the three talking in the centre of the garrisoned position, Riaz strained his eyes through his helmet visor towards the northern end of the street, glimpsing some distant dark figures against the snow, his body stiffening as the figures seemed to stop and stare towards them. Slowly, he reached for his rifle, nudging the shorter female next to him as his senses became more alert, glimpsing the flash of binoculars in one of the silhouettes hands in the distance, his voice hissing, ‘Silaks!’
 
   Shino spun round, the hairs on the back of her neck twitching as her gaze followed the Asian male’s outstretched hand, glimpsing the three figures in the distance. Riaz whispered further, ‘They are watching us through binoculars!’
 
   The Philippine glanced up at him, ‘How do you know they are Silaks? They may just be curious…you’re just spooked!’ She turned back to look at the retreating armoured vehicles with figures marching behind, the engines whining in the distance as they climbed the slope away from the village, ‘Just as our main force leaves…’
 
   Riaz shouted across the outpost square, ‘Captain…three figures watching us!’ The commander turning to stare at him before lunging forward with Tregan, climbing the central steps two at a time, her voice rising, ‘Close the gate! Bring the woman and child inside!’
 
   Breathless in the thin air and from the exertion, Captain Dugachard stared out over the alloy defensive wall, grasping her binoculars and raising them to her eyes as she strained to see through the falling snow. 
 
   Slowly she lowered the glasses, handing them to Tregan, her voice strained, ‘My bet is Silaks…or sympathisers. They are not even hiding!’ 
 
   The male Trevakian drew breath next to her, ‘They must know our strength if they are not hiding…I will take out a patrol and see what is going on…sweep the area, see what we can find.’ He stiffened, indicating over his shoulder, ‘Can we trust the girl and her mother?’
 
   Captain Dugachard shrugged, ‘The previous commander told me they come every day and ask for an escort to their animals up in the fields. The woman’s husband was apparently killed last year by the Silaks near Contax Base and we have helped them ever since…we will continue this tradition. He was of great help to our people, regularly running supplies from the base to here and Contax.’ She indicated to the centre of the base, ‘Get the patrol out with the woman and girl as normal, act as they expect, but keep alert…I will man the walls and gate, have another small patrol walk the main street within sight.’
 
    
 
   Riaz stood impatiently by the main gates, admiring his shoulder armour as he slowly ran a hand over the bubbled resin, his fingers slipping into the red lined grooves that lined the reinforced protection. He raised his arm, glancing across the piped resin on the elbows and then down on the knees, the armour reinforced behind to protect his joints. The combat uniform seemed thicker than before, an inner lining adding more protection and insulation as he adjusted his newly issued white mottled camouflaged lower facial cover.
 
   His helmet also had the same bubbled resin covering, the substance light sensitive as before, but seeming to form tighter against his skull, providing additional protection. The recessed pin lights on the side would react to poor light, enhancing the vision of his helmet visor.
 
   He glanced across the compound yard as Tregan emerged from the command bunker, waving to indicate they would be joining him shortly. He sighed, slipping the assault rifle from his shoulder and checking the ammunition counter, the electronic display stating he had forty-two rounds left. Mentally checking the ammunition pouches on his new belt, he reassured himself apprehensively they were all full, five magazines in all. 
 
   Staring across the yard, the sentries were slowly trudging around the high gantries, their shoulders hunched against the freezing early morning temperature as they glanced out over the walls. The remaining halftrack and jeep were slowly becoming covered in a thin layer of snow, the vehicles parked beyond the command bunker and next to the barracks they had slept in along the left wall. The mountains rose up from virtually the back wall of the compound, his eyes training in attempt to see an opening or gap that would indicate the possible presence of the path to the secret base.
 
   Turning again, Tregan, Shino and Debra were approaching, Riaz grimacing beneath his scarf as he felt the stubble rub against the fabric, his skin seeming to scratch roughly. He glanced at the weapon in Shino’s hand, indicating to it as three more soldiers emerged from the barracks, ‘New rifle?’
 
   Tregan nodded, ‘It’s a more compact assault rifle, lighter in weight and shorter…we found some earlier in the armoury.’
 
   The Asian male moved to say something, Shino glaring at him in jest, ‘Don’t say it Riaz…remember you need to sleep at nights!’
 
   Debra’s eyes widened, attempting to hide her grin as Shino blushed a grimace, ‘I didn’t mean that! You people are just obsessed! Dirty little minds…’
 
   Riaz smiled, ‘Don’t worry, I think we are both perfectly safe…strangely, people are really not very sexy when they are in the same uniform!’
 
   Tregan grinned, his eyes dropping to his rifle in embarrassment, ‘I think we need to chat about some of the species in our empire…you would not believe some of the females on the other side of our galaxy.’ He swallowed nervously, seeing Debra and Shino glare at him, ‘…oh, and the males. There is an island on our home planet where all the most beautiful Trevakians seem to all live…I will take you there one day?’
 
   Shino smiled politely, ‘We have the same on earth…it’s called the Philippines!’ 
 
   Riaz rolled his eyes as Debra pushed her playfully, turning to the confused Tregan, ‘Don’t listen to her…give her a new weapon and she gets all excited!’
 
   The Trevakian nodded warily, ‘I think I have a lot to learn about your humour.’ He indicated to the three approaching soldiers, ‘One of you ask Captain Dugachard for the civilians please, I think she is finding them some extra clothing in the stores!’
 
   One of the soldiers nodded obediently, jogging back across the yard towards the furthest low building. Tregan glanced at Shino, ‘Can you personally accompany the civilians please, they will not speak your language, but you should get along…’
 
   The Philippine nodded, smiling, ‘Sure, it will be a pleasure…’
 
   Riaz giggled mischievously, ‘Is that because they are the same height?’
 
   Debra scowled at him, shaking her finger, ‘That’s enough of your mischief young man…’ She glanced at the Trevakian as Shino glared at the Asian male, ‘Where do we go on this patrol? Is there anything we should look out for?’
 
   The Trevakian nodded, ‘We follow one of the mountain tracks that leads up onto some fields, that’s where their animals are apparently. Mostly we are out and about to reassure the locals and deter any Silaks or sympathisers. Most have small plots or animals in the surrounding area and we are assured the Morgons cannot break through to here…the mountain ranges are too dense and have remote anti-air defences dug into the rocks.’
 
   He indicted as the Captain emerged from the command bunker, the local woman and her daughter stepping out behind. Now dressed in some spare clothing, they seemed more relaxed, perhaps warmer as Shino stepped towards them, extending her hand towards the small girl, ‘Let’s go and see your animals then…’
 
   The small girl was perhaps five or six, her slim frame undernourished as she stared blankly at the outstretched glove, glancing up into Shino’s encouraging face as the Philippine lowered her scarf, a brief smile spreading across her lips. Slowly the small hand rose, grasping the glove, Shino smirking in satisfaction as they began to walk towards the others, ‘I think you and I will become good friends…’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty One: The patrol outside
 
    
 
   Riaz and Tregan led the small group, their eyes scanning the low grey buildings to either side as they walked slowly along the snow covered street. The Asian male noted the cracked and worn boards that covered the windows, the aroma of burning wood and cooking filling the air. Another smell made him grimace…a stale, seemingly tree like stench drifting across the street, his head turning to the Trevakian, ‘What’s that?’
 
   Tregan smiled faintly, ‘A morning brew I think you call it, very popular with the locals. It’s the boiled bark of the firewood mixed with the thick milk of the local animals. A soup like mixture I think you would call it…they drink it first thing in the morning and all during the day…quite nice flavour and apparently very nourishing!’
 
   Riaz looked aghast, ‘A rustic smoothie…yuk!’ He glanced back at the Trevakian, seeing him smile beneath his visor, his voice lowered, ‘Perhaps I will get you some for later…we provide the residents with a tin of food for each household in the evenings, some bring gifts…not much, but it shows their appreciation.’ He sighed, ‘I am not sure how long we will be able to keep giving them food now…’
 
   The young Asian’s eyes widened, a warming smile spreading across his lips, ‘This seems like quite a community…’ His mind swept back to London life wondering if the same behaviours would be repeated if the provisions were similarly limited. 
 
   A childish shriek of laughter came from behind, Riaz glancing back and grinning widely as he saw Debra and Shino both grasping the young girl’s hands, pulling her upwards at unpredictable intervals as she giggled, the three other Trevakian marines behind with her mother.
 
   The girl’s mother smiled, her black hair hanging loosely around a face that bore the signs of emotional and physical hardship, a scar running across her right cheek. Riaz warmed to the woman, her expression lightening as she witnessed the simple fun her beloved daughter was experiencing with new found friends. He looked to the young girls smiling face, his eyes filling up as he witnessed the childish grin, her laughter beneath an oversized jacket, the piercing brown eyes and white hair a pleasing sight. He turned back, lowered the rifle from his shoulder warily and hissing to Tregan, ‘That young girl will break hearts when she is older…’
 
   The Trevakian glanced at him, his eyes arrowing in confusion, ‘I am not sure I understand that expression…’
 
   Riaz grinned playfully, ‘Don’t worry…I will explain it over a smoothie later!’
 
    
 
   The patrol emerged from the buildings, the freezing breeze biting further as they became more exposed, the track rising and bending towards the left as the snow billowed across them. Shino and Debra lowered the girl, slipping their rifles from their shoulders and holding them across their chests in readiness as the track climbed more steeply, passing between jagged rocks on either side.
 
   Tregan glanced across the track ahead, the snow lying thick on the ground as he observed no footsteps. Shino turned, walking backwards and looking over the three soldiers behind, their combat uniforms inflated against the cold, her voice inquisitive, ‘Are you all from Contax Base?’
 
   The figures nodded grimly, a female nodding thoughtfully, ‘I was at the mine when you came…we thought you humans would not be very good…’ She grinned, glancing across the rocks, ‘You are learning!’
 
   Shino nodded her gratitude, smiling briefly, ‘Thank you…it’s quite scary, but we are with you now…’ She turned, glancing down as the girl tugged on her arm, pointing further up the track to a grouping of frozen bushes on the left, her voice concerned, ‘Sanga! Sanga! Dalka won tu…salihan!’
 
   Shino shrugged, lowering to a crouch, her hand grasping the girl’s shoulder fondly as she shook her head, ‘I am sorry darling…I don’t understand…’
 
   The Trevakian marines behind lunged forward, their eyes scanning the terrain as weapons raised, the female touching Shino’s shoulder as she hissed, ‘There is probably a track ahead…a short cut perhaps, she says we can go that way, but to be careful.’
 
   Tregan ran forward, Riaz dropping to a crouch and raising his rifle, his voice a hiss, ‘Is there a path?’
 
   Tregan stopped next to the bushes, his rifle extended as he leant from side to side attempting to see, ‘Yes…well concealed…’ He indicated back down the track to the others, ‘What is up there?’
 
   The female Trevakian marine dropped to her knees next to the girl, her eyes staring into her brown eyes as she whispered reassuringly, the mother stepping forward and replying, Shino shrugging as she looked up at Debra. 
 
   The marine turned, grinning up the track, ‘She says to be careful as it will be slippery…the path is sloped! It is a short cut to the animals.’
 
   Tregan shook his head, Riaz smiling broadly beneath his scarf, ‘I guess we are a bit jumpy!’ He indicated forward, ‘Shall we take this short cut then?’
 
    
 
   The path was narrow, the freezing snow deep in places as it crept along the side of the high rocks. The soldiers began to regret the choice after several hundred metres, the drop to their left into a deep narrow dark ravine. Edging along, they pushed their bodies against the cold rock to the right, wary any fall would lead to a quick demise, now stepping in single file as the girl and her mother walked confidently ahead. They would turn occasionally, indicating to loose rocks or slippery ice, the increasing narrowness of the walkway causing the troops to grit their teeth in apprehension as the boots tensed around their feet on the ice.
 
   The path turned back to the west, rising between high dark rocks on either side, dusted snow falling from above as they progressed upwards. Trudging in single file, the clouds of exhaled breath hung in the narrow passage, the soldiers shivering as their uniforms inflated to maximum strength. Iced tentacles extended from some of the overhanging rock, the moisture and ice gathering over months and years.
 
   Tregan stared cautiously upwards, following the narrow opening as it led further, brighter grey daylight ahead in the distance as the girl and her mother moved further on before them. He glanced back, beckoning the others behind him and indicating above, ‘It seems to open up ahead…perhaps we are near the top? Stay sharp!’
 
   Debra nodded behind him, her chest heaving in the poor quality air as Shino and Riaz leant against the cold rock, breathing heavily. The Trevakians behind grinned to each other, nodding at the three humans in fond mockery, the female whispering, ‘Our air is perhaps not ideal for you!’
 
   Riaz glanced back smiling, his mouth gasping as the side lights on his helmet flickered into life, ‘Not enough pollution for me…London has much more…this air is too clear and clean for us.’ 
 
   They struggled on, the steep climb proving extremely strenuous in the poor air between the rocks as flakes fluttered from above. Looking up, Riaz saw the girl and her mother waiting patiently at the top, their figures sitting cross legged on the snow, staring down into the shadows on the soldiers as they climbed.
 
   As they neared the top, Shino felt the cold breeze across her lower face as she waved playfully at the girl and her mother, the air quality improving slightly. Tregan’s shadow rose up into the opening at the top first, his silhouette lowering and moving to the side as Riaz tensed, lunging forward to scramble after him. 
 
   Reaching the top of the path, he felt the freezing breeze sweep across his features as he looked across the open high ground. Shino dropped next to him gasping as Debra dropped a hand on her shoulder, the three staring wide eyed at the scene before them.
 
   Tregan sat with his back to the cold rocks to their right, the snow bound terrain stretching into the distance with high jagged mountains rising on either side. Shino’s arm rose slowly as they stared, her eyes moist with emotion as she took in the sights before them. Dense snow covered trees and bushes stretched along the rock sides, the terrain covered in a thick white blanket as the three gasped, the Trevakian marines behind standing in awe.
 
   The large mammoths strode majestically across the snow, several of their young calves following obediently behind their mothers as the herd stomped across the iced terrain. Some twenty animals walked before them, a couple more herds visible in the distance through the snow flurry. Their long matted coats glistened and steamed with melted snow, the matted animal hair moving slightly as the massive muscles tensed. 
 
   Long curled tusks extended before the beasts as they snorted in the cold morning air, the females glancing round fondly for their calves as the smaller animals followed on, a couple attempting to suckle for milk. Two dominant males glanced round, seeming to eye the figures with dismissive suspicion as they tramped on further, heading for the frozen bushes and trees.
 
   Shino stared across the beasts, her mouth dry beneath her scarf as Tregan indicated to the nearby herd, ‘They are protected animals under our laws…the Morgons shoot them for food.’ He pushed his back up across the rock, ‘Let’s hope they never get here!’
 
   Debra stuttered, ‘W-we had beasts like this on earth millions of years ago…dinosaurs…how have they survived here?’
 
   Tregan shrugged as he stepped forward, ‘They are robust and caring beasts…happily providing nourishing milk for the villagers and garrison…we had hoped to breed them across the planet, but the war has prevented us.’ He sighed deeply in the cold air, ‘There are apparently barns further along the side of the rocks storing extra food for them for just these temperatures. The military brought have brought the food up every month as a supplement to the bushes and trees, to encourage extra breeding…I feel we will be unable to continue this now…most of the young may die.’
 
   Debra shook her head, her voice broken as she saw Shino bow her head, ‘They are so beautiful…what can we do to keep them fed?’
 
   Tregan started to walk through the snow to the side, skirting the rock side, ‘The Morgons will use the tusks as souvenirs and turn them into trinkets to adorn their armour…the hides they will spread across their backs as souvenirs and trophies.’ He pointed to the mountain ranges around, ‘We positioned anti-air batteries above to stop them landing here…let’s hope they are still armed and able to fire. If we get time, we will check them.’ He trudged further, ‘Let’s get to the barns for some shelter…walk round the edges to avoid startling them…they may come to us if they feel comfortable.’ He stretched slowly, ‘If we can keep coming up here, then the animals will continue to be fed, but with our current numbers I am not so sure…’
 
   They trudged after the Trevakian, staring across fondly at the large cumbersome animals, the beasts snorting in the morning cold, the condensed air forced from their nostrils as they walked. Several of the smaller calves glanced across at the group of figures, a couple bellowing across the snow as they recognised the small girl and her mother, the opportunity of the companionship and perhaps some extra food springing into their minds.
 
   As the soldiers turned across the base of the enormous clearing, advancing up a slight incline through drifting snow as a shrill trumpeted animal call swept across the land, one of the mammoth’s signalling to the herd that humans were progressing towards the barn, the location of extra winter food and meal. The large tusked beasts turned slowly in the snow, their eyes staring between matted hair at the darkened silhouettes against the snow and bushes, a couple moving forward cautiously, their suspicions of the extra figures evident.
 
   Shino stared at the beasts, her lips curling in a respectful smile as she looked at the mothers nurturing and gently pushing their calves behind their large haired bodies for safety. The Philippine raised her voice slightly towards Tregan ahead, ‘What of the Silaks…what will they do to these beautiful animals?’
 
   Tregan turned his head, coughing as the freezing cold caught in his throat, ‘It’s very strange, they seem to have respected their existence across the planet. There have been even rumours of them openly defying the Morgons when the animals were killed or injured. We have never understood why…’
 
   Debra sniffed, seeing the mammoths cautiously lumber towards them with curiosity, her voice lowered, ‘They are so majestic and stunning.’ She grinned as several of the animals snorted once more, their enormous heavily haired heads shaking against the cold air.
 
   The group neared the top of the slope, the decrepit barn standing in the distance as wind and snow whipped around the holed wooden and resin structure, the signs of weathered deterioration clearly evident on the walls. Snowflakes swirled from the sloped roof as the wind beat against the building, a petrified wooden broken fence stretching from the sides as an old enclosure to contain animals of years past.
 
   The girl suddenly grasped Shino’s lower arm, dragging her forward, her young excited voice shrill in the cold, ‘Keterick! Keterick!’ Her mother laughed softly, running after her daughter as Shino engaged with the youngster’s enthusiasm, jogging forward with the youngster.
 
   The Philippine shouted over her shoulder, ‘What does it mean?’
 
   Tregan laughed aloud, the strain falling from his eyes as he shouted back, ‘She wants you to help feed them…I think she really likes you!’
 
   They ran towards the barn, snow rising up their shins as they pushed through the drifting flakes, Shino glancing towards the large mammoths, giggling as she heard a shrill excited roar from one of the mothers, her calves ducking out from behind her in anticipation as they observed the figures nearing the structure that housed the food. 
 
   Reaching the weather beaten doors, Shino grasped the handle, her rifle slipping behind her body as she wrenched the nearest open, her eyes widening in horror as she glimpsed the four figures scramble across the floor inside through the dim cascading light. Falling back, she lost her balance, struggling to grasp the weapon beneath her, the rifle pinned into the snow with her weight.
 
   Gasping as she lay in the snow struggling, the girl stepped into the doorway, Shino’s hands rising upwards in attempt to pull the small figure away, the frail little body irritatingly out of reach. Tregan lunged forward, seeing the spectacle, his rifle rising as he struggled to run, the snow restricting his progress. Riaz followed, his legs rising to either side in attempts to overcome the drifting snow, Debra following as the three Trevakians behind raised their rifles and spun to either side to cover.
 
   Shino screamed in desperation as the child’s mothers dropped to her knees next to her, ‘No!’ Don’t shoot!’
 
   A male voice screamed back through the darkness as weapons were frantically raised and targeted in the barn, ‘Nyet!’
 
   The Philippine struggled upwards to a seated position, her mouth gasping in hissed shock, ‘Russkie?’
 
   The resounding sound of bolts being pulled back echoed through the barn, the small girl turning towards Shino and giggling knowingly, her brown eyes sparkling in the light, ‘Nyet…Silakia!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Two: Encirclement; Hold until relieved
 
    
 
   Rees grimaced, the shock shooting and twisting through his stomach as he stared across the wounded in the next room. Having moved into the darkened basement of the town main gathering building, the Trevakian marine medic had advised him that the casualties from the Morgon initial attack were in the next building, the basements adjoined and linked by a narrow corridor.
 
   They had laid Captain Mason and the other surviving wounded, eleven in all, carefully and gently on the floors of the wide dusty room, oil lamps and battery operated lighting providing a dim glow across the walls and blood soaked floor. Medics and civilian volunteers immediately fussed around the broken and injured bodies, the exhausted troops slumping next to the victims or seeking water and some rest in other parts of the underground sanctuary.
 
   Moving slowly and nervously along the corridor…he had wanted to see if he could help with his company trained medical ability. The medical orderly had seemed defeated and exhausted, his eyes strained as he shook his head dismissively, advising there were no medical beds in the village and even if they were available, there was insufficient power…most casualties would not survive. Rees was unable to comprehend the viciousness of the enemy, their seeming lack of mercy beyond his imagination. He forced himself forward, walking along the dimly lit corridor as dust fell from the ceiling, the rumble of an artillery barrage landing above. Medics trudged past with resting soldiers sat on the dusty floor lining the corridor walls, their exhausted grimy faces indicating the attrition of the combat on the surface.
 
   Approaching the doorway ahead cautiously, he reaffirmed his belief, convincing himself that he needed to know what was ahead and that he could perhaps offer help, provide an extra pair of hands or opinion…even just prevent the flow of blood from wounds, assist where needed.
 
   As he neared the doorway to the next room, the moaning and whimpering got louder, his breath held as he approached the opening. His eyes widening as he forced his boots through the dust, the entrance to the room just a couple of steps away. As he thrust his body into the doorway, his mind swept with pain, the three lines of bodies in the room contorted in death or fighting for the final seconds and minutes of life. 
 
   Several medical staff knelt by the victims, holding hands or arms in final desperate comfort as bodies shuddered, the floor soaked crimson with blood. Rees dropped to his knees in overwhelming shock, the wounded soldiers coughing blood through torn chests, cracked and bent body armour cutting deep into flesh as crimson liquid pumped from the wounds. Several bodies lay still, open eyes staring upwards or towards the doorway, the final sight of the victim the route of entry…but not exit, their hearts finally stopping as they stared longingly at the only route a fit body could take, beyond reach and their now crippled frames.
 
   Tears filled the Heathrow volunteer’s eyes as he forced himself to stare across the bodies, a number missing limbs or completely covered by black resin blankets. A hand grasped his shoulder armour, his head turning sharply as he realised Jozefina was beside him, tears flowing down her face as she indicated for him to leave, her voice a whisper, ‘Come on…let’s get back to the others…give these souls some peace and dignity…’
 
   He nodded slowly, sniffing as he struggled to his feet, several medics passing him to enter the room, their hands full of additional medical supplies. He turned grimly, wiping the tears from his face, his rifle rising in his hands as his grip tensed across the metal alloy.
 
    
 
   Captain Mason coughed, blood dripping from his mouth onto his chest combats, his eyes bloodshot and confused. The medic knelt next to him turned, staring into Jozefina’s eyes, ‘He is heavily concussed, dislocated jaw and shoulder…I don’t know what internal injuries he has, but we will keep the pain away.’ The orderly rose to his feet wearily, his uniform splattered with blood and indicating to the captain again, ‘Oh, and one of his eardrums is perforated…so he will probably not hear you…’
 
   Jozefina lowered herself next to the American, her eyes drifting across his chest as the captain coughed again, spitting blood from his mouth as he shuffled painfully to look at her, his voice strained, ‘We got out then…how many escaped?’
 
   The female supervisor shook her head, a tear falling from her chin, ‘Not many…fourteen Blue Leopards, eight Trevakians, six Americans and seven reservists…there are fifteen wounded including you…’
 
   The captain’s eyes darkened in pain, his chest wheezing as he sucked air into his blood coated throat, his hand grasping her leg tightly, ‘Out of how many originally?’
 
   Captain Mekeert crouched down next to them, startling Jozefina, her voice firm as she interrupted, ‘Had it not been for your actions though captain, there would be no survivors…these soldiers owe you and us their lives…’ She pursed her lips, ‘Out of over five hundred…the Blue Leopards have now ceased to exist as a fighting unit…’ Her voice tailed off as the American coughed again, blood dripping from his mouth as he waved his hand dismissively, his chest heaving violently as he struggled to breath.
 
   Jozefina turned, her voice rising and broken as the American continued coughing uncontrollably, his body shaking for air, ‘Medic!’ 
 
   The orderly ran forward, dropping to his knees next to the casualty and indicating for them to leave, his head twisting round frantically as he grasped the captain’s arm, ‘Oxygen and adrenalin…we are losing him!’
 
   The two women rose slowly, turning away despondently as an orderly pushed roughly past, carrying a mask and syringe. Mekeert glanced back as Jo bowed her head, the rasping cough escalating to gasps as the medic frantically pounded the American captain’s chest.
 
   Jozefina stared at the two black resin blankets, the bodies beneath beyond help as she sucked air in shock. The shattered shoulder armour and helmets next to the corpses had the same blood splattered lettering as her own armour, the word ‘Heathrow’ just visible as blood seeped over the lettering. Her shoulders shook slightly, the combat uniform pumping amphetamines across her follicles, her body stiffening in response.
 
    
 
   Captain Mekeert and Jozefina Kapralova trudged wearily to the top of the steps from the basement in silence, the snowflakes flurrying through the opening ahead as shellfire burst above. Tracers swept into the dawn sky, the defender firing up against a Morgon transport flying overhead, the countermeasure flares flashing through the mirk. The rattle of fire echoed around them, shouts of alarm and for medics breaking through the snowfall.
 
   Rees sat slumped next to the steps to the opening, his helmet in his lap, the sheer exhaustion clear as his head drooped downwards onto his chest. Snowflakes were settling across his shoulders and matted hair, his helmet almost covered as Mekeert indicated to him, ‘Get the remainder of your soldiers together and get some food and rest…we are now in the gravest of situations with the Morgons surrounding us…’
 
   Jozefina stared at the captain, her eyes widening, ‘How many soldiers are there here…have we enough food and ammunition?’
 
   The captain drew closer, shaking snow from her helmet, her voice lowered, ‘There are three villages linked by underground tunnels…they were used at night to prevent people becoming lost in the dark or attacked by animals. The other hamlets are isolated…we have formed ‘hedgehog’ defences around the buildings and are able to move supplies freely underground at present.’ They glanced round startled as soldiers ran past in the street, then the captain continued, ‘Trevakian Marines and human forces number a couple of thousand, maybe as many as four…we have heavy weaponry and can hold out for some time…maybe a couple of your weeks. Longer if we are supplied and supported. Thankfully we have ample anti-air capability, the Morgons are therefore not bombing us…’ She stiffened, staring upwards into the snowflakes, ‘…I guess they are busy above instead.’
 
   Jo shook her head, staring at the female Trevakian, her eyes lowering, ‘We have lost most of the troops on the way here and are now cut off…what will stop the Morgons from advancing on the city?’
 
   Mekeert shrugged, placing a gloved hand on the supervisor’s shoulder, ‘I fear nothing will stop them now…the main central defence of Morasat is lying dead or are missing across the wasteland to the west. This includes the Blue Leopard commander…one of the finest fighting forces of the Herrakians has been wiped out in a couple of hours.’ The captain shook her head in distain, looking away as emotion surged within her, High Command will probably be stripping defences to fill the gap at the cliffs, but I think this stupid gamble by Major Hecklan has brought the end a lot nearer…it has cost a lot of lives.’ 
 
   She grimaced, ‘It is likely all our deaths will be here…make the most of this time commander…you report directly to me now through this Lieutenant Kim.’ The captain turned abruptly and marched off through the snow, gunfire erupting to the east and west as she disappeared through the flurrying flakes, troops running past with ammunition boxes towards the defensive position.
 
   Rees’s mind was wandering in his exhaustion, his mind attempting to block out the horror. It swept across the sights he had seen, the vivid and breath-taking stars and planet outline as he had glanced through the viewing window on the space station, his adrenalin pounding as he had realised the beauty and stunning vision of space, the flashes of fire and flak as enemy fighters swept past in the distance.
 
   Then the terrifying space trip to the planet’s surface, the fear and dread as the transport bucked through the atmosphere, his colleagues around him providing strength as some joked nervously, other staring in silence or with their eyes clamped shut in terror. His fondness for his people and work colleagues causing a wry smile in his slumber, their humour and bravado soothing his own nerves and dissipating his deep fears.
 
   They had landed roughly at the capital city spaceport, their eyes wide with awe as the many fighters took off, shooting upwards into the heavens as they stared after the silver craft. Four flight crew had walked past, smiling and saluting as he and his colleagues stared at the impressive snake emblazoned on their grey flight suits, the elite fighter silver squadron taking to the heavens shortly after they landed.
 
   They had stood in groups for a short while, joking and pointing out the flashes in the dark sky above with excitement, feeling as one, their armour impressive and providing confidence. The soldiers that mulled around them were from other countries, their shoulder flags indicating Russia, Germany, Spain, the USA and even some far eastern countries, his recognition of the many flags from airport flight boards and translation staff.
 
   Finally formed up into lines and units, the staff had marvelled at the strength displayed, Rees estimating at over two thousand heavily armed soldiers. A brief speech by a commander from their new allies, the woman visibly moved by their presence as she shouted across the space port’s loading bay, the soldiers stood in lines before her. They were welcomed to Zaxon B, the saviours of the planet to compliment the Trevakian Marines into battle and defeat a merciless and terrible enemy. The assembled troops were told the Trevakian people and their allies would never forget this gesture and that they would be written into history as the first soldiers of an alliance that would last for centuries, eventually securing the galaxy’s security peace for eternity. The commander had then walked along the soldiers, speaking to small groups and thanking them for their support, her shoulder armour glistening with military colours of recognition.
 
   They were then broken into groups, their commanders given specific objectives and his own soldiers ordered to march up to the cliffs, a defensive position behind the front line. As they progressed through the narrow streets in the darkness, sentries had saluted, the few awake local residents waving and wishing them well in a language they did not comprehend. Morale was high, they had come to make a positive difference…his colleagues grinning in satisfaction and bravery as the column marched confidently forward.
 
   He coughed, saliva catching in his throat as his head bounced upwards, then the exhaustion overcame him again and his upper body slipped forward, eyes closing as the sounds of battle drifted through his consciousness, the faces of his friends drifting away through the darkness as they fell innocently in battle…his head shook slightly, eyes tightening as if to force the vision away…he no longer knew who was left.
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Kim stared through binoculars into the swirling snow, the Morgon lines only some five hundred metres away from the edge of the village defensive ring. Helmets ducked up and down in snow covered foxholes and trenches, the occasional explosion tossing frozen earth and smoke into the air. The land extended flat and barren for considerable distance, the enemy positions just out of sight through the worsening blizzard. He knew from intelligence the Morgon landing zones and ships were several clicks further east, their transports depositing fresh troops in readiness for a final push to take the planet.
 
   He shook his head dismissively, handing the glasses back to the Trevakian marine next to him and nodding his thanks, his voice inquisitive, ‘What will they do now? These Morgons?’
 
   The Trevakian officer smirked, glancing across the Korean’s heavily bruised features, his few soldiers in the trenches before them. He sniffed against the cold, his eyes dropping to the strange flag on the man’s shoulder armour, ‘They will wait…cut off our supplies and starve us. They will launch attacks to expend our ammunition and they will taunt us…brandish the heads of our dead countryman on poles for us to see. They have done it before…several times. Once we are weak, they will slaughter us. Rationing of the food starts tomorrow.’
 
   The South Korean’s head turned slowly, his jaw tightening in defiance, the Trevakian seeing his reflection in the Oriental’s black visor as he spoke softly, ‘The Morgons know nothing of human history…we will not make it that easy for them.’
 
   The Trevakian stared curiously at the human officer, ‘W-what do you mean?’
 
   Lieutenant Kim mouth twitched, a brief smile extending across his face, ‘This has happened to us before too…in Vietnam, in World War 2 and back through our distant history. This enemy faces South Koreans and Americans…it will take more than deprivation to defeat us…our resilience will shine through.’ He glanced back at the officer defiantly, ‘We are far from beaten yet! This war has just begun for us.’
 
    
 
   Jo looked down at Rees, his head lolling as he tried to stay awake, a fond smile spreading across her face as he slipped forward once more in slumber. She slowly and painfully lowered herself next to him, her back slipping down the cold wall as she gently pulled his upper body onto her lap, holding him tightly and offering shelter from the heavy snowfall, her eyes welling with tears as she gently stroked his matted hair.
 
   Towards Morasat, the rumble of artillery spread across the landscape, every Trevakian gun targeting the coordinates provided by a recent reconnaissance flight, the crews frantically reloading their artillery breeches. Across the city, every available artillery piece was manhandled towards the eastern suburbs, the residents staring warily out of their boarded windows as heavy guns were manhandled and lumbered through the narrow snow covered streets.
 
   All were all now fully aware of the perilous danger that was approaching, rumour had spread quickly that one of the Herrakian fiercest fighting units had most likely been annihilated, the eastern approaches to the city were now very vulnerable.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Three: Understanding
 
    
 
   Shino grasped out, beckoning towards the girl, her voice pleading urgently, ‘Come away from the doorway…’ 
 
   The girl’s mother sobbed with fright to the side, her shoulders shaking as Tregan slowed behind her, wary anyone inside had a clear shot of the Philippine lying in the snow. Indicating frantically to his right for the others to move behind the dilapidated building. 
 
   Riaz nodded and stepped carefully through the snow with the three marines, their rifles rising and visors slipping down as they progressed, pushing their boots forward. Debra drew level with the mother, her hand dropping onto the weeping woman’s shoulder as she glanced down. 
 
   The child grinned widely in excitement as Tregan carefully beckoned to her, turning her head to look back into the gloom of the barn, then skipping forward into the darkness as Shino grimaced, biting her lower lip in frustration.
 
   Shuffling inside the structure, Shino’s eyes widening as she heard whispers and hushed voices, the girl talking to the Silakians eagerly. The Philippine glanced across at Tregan hissing, ‘What are they saying?’
 
   The Trevakian marine raised his hand, straining his ears as he lowered himself next to the child’s mother, whispering in a language Shino and Debra did not understand, his rifle laid across his knees, one hand holding the weapon. The woman replied determinedly, glancing up at the soldier as the mammoths snorted nearby, causing the Philippine to jump instinctively.
 
   Tregan shrugged, glancing up at Debra, then staring at Shino, his voice a whisper as he indicated for her not to move, ‘The girl is telling them not to fire on her friend…you…’ His voice tailed off as the mother grasped his arm tightly, leaning down to listen to her intently as she hissed at him. Tregan shook his head, his eyes widening, ‘They are telling her to come back out…to keep us out here and they will leave from the back. That they will not fire on you…’ His eyes narrowed in confusion, ‘What was that word you said…Russ-kai? They are talking excitedly about that apparently amongst themselves…what does it mean?’
 
   Shino felt a jab of adrenalin shoot up her spine, her eyes widening further in surprise and indicating to the side, ‘Call Riaz and the others back…move them down the slope!’
 
   The Trevakian grimaced, his eyes displaying a deep concern for the idea, Shino’s voice becoming more demanding, ‘Do it! Let them leave…I need time to think more…we have to see them, try and talk with them.’
 
   Tregan nodded nervously, indicating to the Trevakian marines far to his right to fall back, the soldier beckoning to the others, a grunt of dissatisfaction coming from Riaz as they stepped cautiously back down the slope.
 
   The girl stepped back suddenly through the open doors, her smile and bright eyes reassuring Shino as the small figure extended her hand, indicating for them to go as she glanced confidently at her mother. Shino scrambled upwards, her eyes nervously on the darkness beyond the doors as the gathering mammoths behind snorted again. Her heart beating hard in her chest, she grasped the girl’s hand as she rose, moving from the opening as she breathed heavily, her adrenalin soaring. They stepped away from the doorway, the frozen snow crunching as exhaled air hung around them.
 
   Shuffling in the barn made her stiffen, the Silakians readying to leave as a creak of wood from the other side of the structure spread across the terrain. Walking back down the slope, Shino glanced back, seeing four darkened figure step quickly away, their boots pushing the snow to either side and weapons held across their chests. As the figures reached the top of the rise beyond the barn, one turned, a brief wave as shouted words echoed across the landscape, ‘Poka! Russkie Tovarishch!’ (See you later! Comrade!)
 
   Shino stared dumbfounded, her body tensing in stunned silence as she stared at the departing silhouettes, her breathing becoming shallow with shock as the figure that waved began to disappear over the slight rise, the soldier glancing back once and waving again as she slowly raised her hand in response.  The Philippine spun round as Tregan stared down at her, his perplexed expression displaying confusion, ‘What is it? What did that mean?’
 
   Shino glanced at the girl, her head shaking in disbelief as she spoke uncontrollably, ‘They are human…you are fighting the Russians…human Russians…this is insane! The Silaks are Russians…why?’ Her head shook again, looking down into the snow in confusion then rising quickly, her voice demanding, ‘What is the girl’s name?’
 
   Tregan stared at the Philippine for a second, then turned addressing the mother, the language unknown to the humans.
 
   The mother looked to her daughter, then back at the Trevakian, a brief knowing, yet resigned smile crossing her face, ‘Anastasia.’ 
 
   Tregan looked back, Shino dropping to her knees in the snow, her hands rising to her head in disbelief as she rolled over, her giggling confusing the marine as he shrugged in innocence, indicating for the others to move forward again. Debra dropped down next to the Philippine, smiling in natural response to her laughter, ‘What is it? What are you thinking?’
 
    
 
   Shino sat alone away from the barn, her legs tucked up against her chest on the snow as she considered what had happened, her mind in turmoil. The Silakians had seemed relatively young, far younger than they should be had they come from 1986 and the Chernobyl area. ‘What did that mean? Were they living and becoming parents here on this distant and unwelcoming planet?’ She shrugged, ‘There was just not enough detail to know…’
 
   She glanced round, seeing the soldiers carrying two compact bales of food meal out of the barn for the mammoths, her vantage point on the top of the gradual rise above the structure. Grinning fondly as she witnessed Riaz stretching his back pensively, his rifle pushed across his shoulder as he extended a hand gingerly towards one of the animals in anticipation, his body jumping back slightly as the large mammoth snorted in response, its matted hair shaking as frost and melted snow swept over the Asian figure.
 
   She giggled as Riaz stood with his arms outstretched in mock irritation, moving his face closer to the mammoth to scold it, then wagging his finger in front of the beast’s nose. Shino squealed in surprise as a rough tongue swept across the side of her face, the small mammoth calf having moved up slowly behind her and pushing on her back for attention. Rolling over and giggling, the beast stepped forward, lowering its head to chase her small body for attention, its dark eyes staring through matted hair as it snorted playfully. The stale aroma of the animal hair and breath swept through her nostrils as it playfully pushed her body with its large snout, a tongue sweeping across her face once more as she laughed aloud.
 
   Riaz jogged up the slope, his new playmate staring at him briefly before snatching at the corner of the meal bale, its teeth grinding across each other as it chewed on the food. Satisfied snorts spread across the snow as the Asian male neared Shino, her hands rubbing the lowered head of the mammoth fondly as the beast groaned in satisfaction. 
 
   Riaz grinned, watching the spectacle, his voice raised, ‘So you finally have a soulmate…’
 
   Shino giggled again, the large calf licking her gloves and combat uniform as it pushed against her, her body sliding through the snow, ‘At least this guy smells better than you do now!’
 
   The Asian male shook his head, grinning widely, ‘I am not the only one that has not had a shower in days…they say your body oils slowly make you waterproof if you don’t wash…’
 
   Shino laughed again, still scratching at the large snout as the mammoth rubbed its head against her and playfully snorted, ‘We should be able to float soon then!’
 
   Tregan’s raised his hands to his hips in irritation at the open barn doors, his eyes taking in the marines and Debra cheerfully petting and scratching the mammoths as the animals ate, the girl hugging one tightly as her mother laughed. Raising his voice, he called out roughly, ‘We will move further up the slope, re-join the track and continue on the patrol…I think the animals are quite impressed with our armour, but the Silaks know where we are and I do not want them coming back with more troops…’
 
   The marines stiffened, patting the mammoths a final farewell as they stepped back, beginning to trudge up the slope. Debra nodded, acknowledging the need to move and indicating to the child’s mother to come with them. Tregan called out, ‘That’s ok…they can stay with their animals and make their way back to town later…that’s apparently what normally happens. We will meet them later and give them some food with the rest of the residents. I know the rest of the way from here from the maps.’
 
    
 
   They walked slowly through the snow at the side of the clearing, the temperature dropping further as they reached the top of the slope. Tregan indicated to the track opening between the rocks on the right, his voice rising once more, ‘We follow the track for about half a click, then find a path that heads north into the mountains. It will circle round and then we return to the village. This covers all the ground that the enemy could hide in this side of the wasteland…’ He indicated to the makeshift barricade across the track, ’Make sure that stays on place…the animals must stay up here…’
 
   They turned onto the track, slipping between the empty military boxes and resin pylons, the barricade removed each time the halftracks made their way up the mountain to supply more food. Trudging forward, Shino glanced back, seeing a couple of mammoths staring longingly after them over the boxes, the animals having followed them up the clearing. She sniffed, her emotions high at the fond and loving nature of the massive beasts, her head shaking as they progressed further, a determination to come back to the loving animals rising within her as she waved back, a distant snort warming her heart.
 
   Debra drew next to Tregan, her eyes staring expectantly up at him, ‘What is this wasteland you mentioned?’
 
   The Trevakian marine turned to face her as the track climbed, ‘Thousands of clicks of barren and freezing wind swept desert…spread through heavy mountain ranges and impassable gorges. On the far side of the wasteland to the west and on the other side of the planet will be the Morgon landing areas as they attack towards Morasat. It would take years to pass through them…we once had a mad adventurer and explorer who thought he could map a passage, but he disappeared on one of his strange missions into the mountains. According to rumour, we presume he fell or was attacked by snow tigers as he never answered his radio…that was a couple of years ago, so his body will be nothing but dust now!’
 
   They neared the path to the left, the jagged rocks on either side casting snow across their bodies as the strong breeze began to rise in ferocity again. The combat suits began to inflate slightly, the figure hunching against the penetrating cold as they turned onto the path, Tregan striding forward to take the lead once more as the snow beneath their boots got deeper.
 
   The path got narrower as they climbed, the wind whipping about their helmets as the snow swept over them. Pulling their scarves up over their mouths again, the exhaled breath was seemingly pulled from their mouths as visibility decreased, the cold beginning to bite at any exposed skin. Their bodies buffeted by the force of the gale, the soldiers advanced further, Tregan shouting through the wind, ‘Keep together…we can’t afford to slow down in this weather…’
 
   The snow bound path twisted from side to side, the seven figures braced against the elements as they climbed further, high rock rising to their left as they skirted the exposed mountain side. Riaz began to feel intense tightness across his chest as the oxygen levels fell further, the cold adding to the extreme discomfort in his lungs as he heard the internal wheezing of his breath. Shino began coughing deeply as Debra slapped her back, her own breathing irregular as she tried to suck in oxygen, their weapons held loosely across their heaving chests in readiness. 
 
   The path began to climb more sharply, the slope now nearly a thirty-degree angle as they struggled upwards, the rocks dropping away on either side and reducing any possible shelter. Riaz gasped as the air temperature began to drop dramatically around them, feeling the exhaled breath beginning to congeal on his scarf as the moisture froze instantly.
 
   Shino clutched Debra’s arm, the two walking forward hugging each other as the snow pelted their frames. Riaz ducked down, swearing as he crouched low, the rest of the Trevakians lowering their bodies against the wind. Tregan pushed on half-crouched, reaching the summit of the path and feeling the decline beneath his boots as he stepped forward, his words stolen in the fierce storm as he shouted some words of encouragement back.
 
   The rocks rose dramatically on either side as he slipped, nearly losing his footing on the winding steep downwards slope. The wind and snow swirled around his frame as he lowered his body backwards, digging his heels into the ice beneath to control his descent. 
 
   As the stone slopes got higher on either side, he descended from the sideways snow storm, the flakes now drifting to earth in the sheltered air. Scrambling to the side, Tregan leant against the freezing rock, awaiting the others as the silhouettes emerged from the swirling thick snow, the path forking further down the icebound slope.
 
   The Trevakian marine indicated to the left fork as Riaz dusted snow from his combat uniform, coughing to clear his throat as his chest heaved. Shino was leaning against Debra, her head lowered as she gasped for oxygen, the freezing temperature causing clouds of exhaled air to hang between the sheltering rocks. The three Trevakian marines emerged behind, the six soldiers crouching before the second in command shivering.
 
   Tregan coughed, clearing his own throat as the others stared at him warily, ‘We will take the left path, it leads down the mountain side then across a small valley. We will then circle back towards the village and outpost. The right is a quicker route, but I am keen to show our presence. Keep your weapons handy…I think there is a good possibility we are being watched.’ He stared across the concerned faces, the troops breathing heavily, ‘Everyone fit?’ They nodded warily, glancing round across the path and into the heavy falling snow further down.
 
   Riaz pointed towards the rocks beyond the fork, gulping for air, ‘W-what’s beyond those?’
 
   The Trevakian grinned, ‘A sheer drop down…the path sweeps round below through a gorge and then out into some fields before winding back towards the outpost.’
 
   Shino raised her head in irritation, her breathing in short rasps, ‘So where are we in relation to Contax Base? That should be close surely…and the Morgons?’
 
   Tregan shook his head, indicating over his shoulder to the rock, ‘That is to the north east, probably some fifteen clicks across the mountains.’ He nodded, ‘Don’t worry, they will not get through those mountains without us seeing them. In addition to the anti-air there are sensors in the rocks monitored at the base…’ His eyes narrowed, ‘Remember the special place…it is well guarded.’ He struggled upwards, leaning against the rock, ‘Perhaps we should move now…the lower we get, the better it will help your breathing…’
 
   They trudged further down the path, heels digging into the snow and bodies lowered for shelter as the wind whistled overhead. Turning at the fork, they trudge left, raising their heads as the rocks rose up on either side, the snowflakes drifting around the figures. 
 
    
 
   Slowly and carefully, they neared ground level, the path snaking down the mountainside through the snowfall. Reaching lower levels, the party turned into a narrow gorge, the dark cliffs rising up on the right to the path they had descended. Frozen bushes and thin branches extended from the rocks above as they progressed, the darkness closing in around as another rock face rose up on the left.
 
   Helmet pin lights flickered on automatically as the gloom descended, the temperature dropping once more as their pace lowered. Gripping their assault rifles tightly, the visors slipped down as the breath became more concentrated, electronic displays of the terrain filling their vision. 
 
   Riaz jumped, kicking out as his grip tensed, his voice rising, ‘Something just ran across my boot…’
 
   Shino stared down, the graphics showing multiple insects moving across the snow covered terrain below, their small bodies dropping or even seeming to seep from cracks in the rock face to their right. The Philippine’s eyes widened as Tregan glance back, grinning, ‘Rock mites…they will only move in darkness. They feed off the lichen and other insects in the stone…harmless unless you are already dead. They will consume a body and bones in hours if there are enough of them…’
 
   Riaz and Shino started deliberately picking up their feet, the Trevakians and Debra grinning as she hissed, ‘They are like maggots…they feed off dead matter…not you!’ The crunches of the boots as the soldiers stepped on the small predators rose as they stepped forward, Riaz glancing round in amazement as most of the crushed insects simply rose and continued on their way, following their leader across the frozen snow.
 
   The iced path narrowed, twisting through the darkened gorge as they stepped gingerly forward, their rifles raised cautiously. Several small paths lead off to the left, slipping into the mountain rock, frozen steam and fog hanging around their narrow and black openings. The pin lights swept sideways into the murk of each narrow gap, reflecting off the hanging clouds as the soldiers stared warily into the eerie darkness for a sign of danger. The rock mites formed virtual military lines into the gaps, their small bodies scuttling forward into the darkness as the crunches of boots behind progressed further. The clouds of frozen mist began to fill the path ahead, snow fluttering into the narrow gap from above as their breathing became sharper again.
 
   Progressing further, Debra squinted as she could just make out the light ahead, the rocks beginning to fall away on the right. Tregan turned, his eyes scanning the figures behind through his visor as they moved from side to side, their rifles raised to shoulder height and pointing into the narrow gaps through the rock. He advanced further, lowering himself to a crouch as the freezing mist thinned, thin shafts of dull light beginning to stream through the clouds around them.
 
   As the rocks lowered to his right, he crept forward, the bodies behind lowering in response to his actions as the light ahead became brighter. Tregan dropped behind a large rocky outcrop at the edge of the clearing, the jagged stone faces rising to chest height as snow fluttered around them. Debra ran half-crouched towards his figure, dropping to one knee next to the Trevakian, her eyes wide, ‘Is it clear?’
 
   Tregan shook his head, the snowfall too thick to see through, ‘I don’t know…’ He hesitated, staring out into the white falling flakes, ‘…The track should be some distance to our right. The valley is about a click long and apparently drops away at the end into some caves as the mountains rise…that is where Captain Dugachard believes the Silaks may be if they are here…everywhere else seems too exposed according to the maps of the area, they can have shelter there.’ He glanced at the airport supervisor, ‘You will march along the rocks on the right in the reduced visibility, then wait at the track before we head back to the village…’ He indicated to the soldiers behind, smiling briefly, ‘They will be hungry soon…let’s just tell them all that is left is red tins!’
 
   Debra grinned, ‘Will do…I will get them to keep their weapons up…concentrating across the valley for any movement, where are you going?’
 
   Tregan nodded grimly, ‘Good…make sure they don’t shoot any stray animals though…we do not kill needlessly…there are enough stone mites already! I will head across the left wall…see if the Silaks really are here, and if so…how many there are.’
 
   Debra winced, nodding as her lips curled in distain, ‘Not sure we want to meet these stone mites again, they are a bit freaky! Be careful…we will form a defensive line at the track entrance.’ Tregan’s eyes widening in surprise at her wording as she shifted round on her bent knees, running back towards the others.
 
   Slowly they shuffled forward, Tregan glancing out above the rock, then indicating to the right, his gloved hand extended, ‘Head along the rock face, I want a disciplined walk and no signs of fear…I will be to your left on reconnaissance…I will shout on approach…’ He indicated to Shino’s machine rifle, ‘There are no safety firing measures on that.’ The Philippine swallowed hard, nodding nervously as he lunged round the rock, disappearing into the heavily falling snow.
 
   The soldiers nodded in obedience, forming into twos and trudging forward, one of the pairs checking their distance from the rock on their right as they advanced, rifles held cautiously across their chests into the snowfall.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Four: Fight and Flight
 
    
 
   Tregan bit his lip, his senses sharpening as he crept forward through the snowfall, his rifle held just below his chin as he advanced at a half crouch. Moving along the left rock face, his breathing became shallower, eyes snapping from side to side to inspect the graphic terrain displayed on the inside of his visor. Slowly he raised his hand, tapping the side of his helmet twice, the pin lights dying in response to his action.
 
   The landscape continued along the side of the mountain as the Trevakian progressed, the cold air sweeping across the rocks as his combat uniform inflated to maximum, the air seeming to howl through cracks in the weather beaten stone above.
 
    
 
   Debra’s hiss stiffened the others, her heart beat rising as she suddenly realised she was in command, ‘Keep watching…Tregan will be back shortly. When we reach the entrance to the track, find cover and stay alert.’ The four figures behind nodded, staring out to the side warily.
 
   Riaz grinned, whispering to Shino next to him as the snow feel between them, ‘Mummy’s in charge now!’
 
   The Philippine pushed out at him, knocking his arm as she glared sideways, ‘Shush! Don’t be so disrespectful!’ She grinned briefly, ‘…And I am not psycho!’
 
   Riaz giggled, his eyes rising as he indicated to her new weapon, ‘How many rounds does it hold and what’s the rate of fire?’
 
   Shino nodded, smiling welcomingly, ‘The magazine holds forty-five rounds and it can be loaded with different, more lethal explosive capped ammunition.’ She indicated to the short barrel and darkened muzzle, ‘A silencer can be fitted here, and sights along the top of the weapon for more accurate defensive fire.’ Shino slapped the trigger protector, ‘This bit is really neat…the trigger mechanism will respond to the twitch of my fingers and fire single rounds or a full clip…the bullet rate is five hundred a minute and it is accurate up to three hundred metres…’ She ran her gloves along the mainframe of the submachine gun, ‘I love it…it can even house a bayonet or an extended butt. It is made of heavy duty polymer and could be used as a club if we run out of ammunition.’
 
   Riaz chuckled silently, his voice lowered from the others, ‘That’s not psycho then!’
 
    
 
   Tregan crept forward, his heart rate rising as he felt the snow beneath his feet begin to slope away, the decline turning slowly against the rock, his boots sinking into the drifting snow. Stepping carefully over dead branches and between frozen bushes, the slope became steeper, his boots twitching against his feet as they attempted to increase grip. He lowered to a crouch, his rifle still raised as his hand dropped to the broken branches before him, the frozen dead wood snapped in two as boots had brought the weight of a soldier down on the fragile surface.
 
   He stared around through the falling snow, the visor displaying the ground surface ahead up to approximately ten metres before the graphic display became darker, the sensors struggling to break through the mirk. Rising slightly, he stepped forward again, his leg muscles straining and breath held as he began to distinguish covered footprints across the snow’s surface.
 
   Edging down the slope, he stared into the visor, trying to determine the possible cave mouth or a sign of movement, his rifle muzzle slowly moving slowly from side to side. Stepping again, he pressed his boots firmer onto the iced slope, the footprints now becoming clearer. He glanced across the imprints, the boots becoming more numerous and beginning to converge off to his right, the rifle muzzle extending into the darkness as the Trevakian stepped forward once more.
 
   The visor remained dark at the extent of his vision, the snowfall still thick before him. The footprints began to join, the white grey surface broken with the numerous movements as Tregan took another step, the visor flickering as it updated the information available. His exhaled breath swirled around his features, the visor image distorting slightly as he took another small cautious step forward.
 
   The dark mouth of the cave gradually formed across his visor, rising up some eleven metres before him as he ducked further. He sucked air, holding his breath as he glimpsed a silhouette move across in the darkness, the visor glowing red and a targeting dot appearing. Pursing his lips in irritation, he turned to leave, the shrill sharp crack of a root breaking beneath his boot surging across the area.
 
   Shouts from behind in the darkness, his body propelled forward as he started to run, the voices becoming numerous as soldiers grasped weapons and ran towards the cave opening. Tregan cursed beneath his breath as he thrust his body forward, running blindly through the snow flurry as he heard further shouts from behind, the voices emerging from the rock opening and spilling across the terrain. 
 
   The Trevakian stumbled, pushing his body upwards as he sprinted, the visor struggling to provide visual aid across the uneven terrain. Gasping, he ran at an angle, keen to make contact with the rock face to guide him as he heard the voices behind once more. 
 
   Thirty-seven Silakians ran from the cave entrance, their grey uniforms and face scarves torn and dirty as they spread out across the valley, moving cautiously to either side and beginning to advance across the snow, their rifles held before them. In their wake, a commander emerged, his upper body covered in a dark grey overcoat as he spurred his soldiers forward, striking the sentry sharply across the jaw with the back of his hand for his lapse-ness as he passed. He grimaced at the thick falling snow, shouting across the line for his troops ‘To spread out’ and ‘To search for the intruders’.
 
   Tregan heard the shouts, his boots pounding over the snow, the Silakians surging forward as their eyes squinted through circular black goggles against the light and snowfall. The Trevakian ran faster, hearing further shouts behind as the Silaks increased their pace, hearing his boots scrape across the ice and the cracking of more dead branches underfoot.
 
   Several Silaks dropped to one knee, their weapons raising as bullets cracked through the cold air. Tregan ducked instinctively, weaving from side to side as he ran further, his eyes desperately seeking the rocks that he could eventually follow to the track.
 
   He stiffened as he heard the distinct crack of bullets against rock before him, the ricochets bouncing upwards across the smooth jagged surfaces as the projectiles clipped against the stone. Crashing against the rocks as he fell to his knees, more gunfire echoed across the small valley, the Silaks firing blindly into the snow storm as the sound waves swept forward.
 
    
 
   Riaz and Shino stiffened, the sounds of gunfire sweeping towards them. Debra glanced around the five soldiers, their bodies leant against the rocks defensively at the track entrance, their weapons raised expectantly as they stared out into the storm. The airport supervisor hissed across them, her voice trembling, ‘We wait for Tregan…once he arrives, we retreat towards the village.’
 
   Shino grimaced, turning to shout across the narrow track, ‘But what if he’s been hit…’ She gestured forward frantically, ‘He could be wounded!’
 
   Riaz winced, his tone nervous, ‘If they are shooting, they probably can’t find him…’ He stared back down the top of his rifle, ‘Once the shooting gets closer I think we will need to move, it sounds like there are quite a few of them…’
 
    
 
   Further bursts of fire echoed through the snow, Tregan clambering upwards against the rock, his gloves sliding over the cold iced surface as he heaved his gasping frame upright. Pushing along the jagged surface to the right, he stumbled forward once more, bullets cracking against the stone above him as the shouts behind got nearer. 
 
   The cracking of more frozen wood as he stumbled on alerted the numerous pursuers, their exhaled breath surging from exertion as the figures increased their pace, sensing the location of their prey. The figures began to converge towards the southern wall, their boots crunching over the snow as sporadic fire broke out once more, Tregan running as fast as he could along the side of the valley.
 
   He shouted breathlessly, wary of running into friendly fire, the words caught in his throat, his muscles now aching and mind confused in the disorientating snowfall. More branches cracked beneath his feet, his heart beating faster as he lunged forward, the shouts closer behind as more gunfire rang out. 
 
   The Trevakian was becoming confused, the disorientation and panic beginning to fill his mind, his senses confused as he failed to find the track. Desperately he called out again, his voice stronger, ‘Where are you?’
 
    
 
   Shino grasped the Trevakian marine’s arm next to her, her hiss spreading around them, ‘Shush…I think I heard something…from the right!’
 
   The six soldiers strained their ears, Debra biting the inside of her cheek as she heard the bursts of gunfire through the snow flurries once more, her head shaking in despondency, ‘We will need to move soon, they are getting very close.’ She raised her assault rifle, swallowing hard in her rising terror, ‘Get ready to fire…controlled bursts!’
 
    
 
   Tregan was running as fast as he could, voices seeming to swirl around him through his mind in the murk, the snow fall now seeming thicker as his thoughts became more concerned, his chest heaving as his left hand ran along the rock to steady him, his rifle held at waist height in his right. He shouted again, this time his heart jumping as he heard as startled response from Shino, her voice almost pleading ahead as he lunged on.
 
   Staggering along the rock face, he slipped to the left as the track dropped away from the raised fields, dropping to his knees. Rough hands grabbed his arms and frame and propelled him forward as Debra shouted next to him, her visor flashing red, ‘Full burst, then run!’
 
   The assault rifle muzzles flashed, bullets zipping through the cold air as the seven figures turned to run, realising they were heavily outnumbered as shouts spread across the terrain before them, the Silaks attempting to get every available soldier towards the track. Two screams, then gunfire returned, bullets cracking off the rocks and zipping above them as the group turned to run, their combat uniforms pumping adrenalin into their follicles as the suits reacted to the nervousness.
 
   The uniforms seemed slightly lighter as they stumbled along, the boots tensing around their feet as helmets vibrated against their skulls. Tregan was regaining his composure, glancing to either side and seeing Riaz and a marine supporting his shoulders as they ran forward. He pushed himself upwards, the two to either side dropping their hands as the shouting behind became more intensified, the Silaks regrouping at the edge of the track and awaiting their commander.
 
   Tregan hissed at the bodies around him, ‘Keep moving…we need to get back to the outpost!’
 
   Behind them, the Silakian commander approached the grouping of soldiers, his eyes narrowing as one indicated to the track, estimating the number of Trevakians at eight. Indicating for two soldiers to deal with the three wounded, he pointed forward, the grey clad Silak troops running onto the track and after their prey.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Five: Return from the Battle of the stars.
 
    
 
   Flight Commander Anjara pulled his stick hard to the left, the silver star fighter sweeping round as laser fire swept across his wake, the black enemy fighters tearing after him across space. Gritting his teeth, the jet swept back to the right, the three Morgon craft mirroring his manoeuvre as he drew nearer the space station. 
 
   The trick was cunning, draw the enemy into the flight of their lives and bring them under the range of the powerful space station flak guns. The dangers were high…the Morgon pilots outnumbering their foe but over keen to add a Viper pilot to their tally of kills, playing into Anjara’s favour once more…he just had to stay alive long enough for the space station guns to hit their targets.
 
   His radio clicked as the fighter swept towards the enormous orbiting station, flashes and flames extending across its smooth surface as bright laser energy poured outwards. The voice boomed in his ears, ‘Number Three coming to assist Sir, bank right for a fly past, I will target your mark!’
 
   The Flight Leader smiled fleetingly, accelerating further towards the space station as the massive imposing structure ahead began to fill his canopy. The silver craft surged forward, flashes from explosions lighting up his cockpit as the laser blasts from the pursuers swept past. One Morgon peeled away as he realised the danger, the radios burbling as blue flak fire from the station’s guns poured out towards them. 
 
   Anjara’s craft bucked as one of the craft behind imploded, the black fighter flying into several bursts from the flak guns and disintegrating under the energy pulses. The blast and debris swept outwards, clattering against the Viper’s hull as the craft swept onwards, the incensed pursuer behind firing continuously at the Flight Leader’s vessel.
 
   Gritting his teeth, Anjara banked right sharply, dangerously exposing the craft to fire, but considering the manoeuvre was unpredictable and likely to confuse the Morgon pursuer as blue laser light swept past his canopy.
 
   The Morgon’s eyes widened as he moved to pursue, shock overcoming him as he glimpsed the oncoming silver vessel, the front laser guns blazing as the Trevakian pilot’s targeting systems began to pulse, the guns locked onto their target.
 
   The black craft rose up slightly, smoke pouring form a damaged engine as the blasts hit home, the station flak guns above pouring high energy bolts towards the stricken craft as the enemy pilot ejected, the flash as his canopy opened preceding the belch of flame that engulfed the fighter as it disintegrated.
 
   The figure hung in space, the charge under his seat projecting his body upwards and away from the exploding craft. The station flak guns poured steam, their automatic targeting spewing more energy bolts from the station, tearing through the figure as the Morgon tried to direct his simplistic controls away from the debris flying around him.
 
   Anjara clicked the microphone, his number three circling once more as explosions impacted against the upper hull of the space station, ‘Move to the far side…let’s regroup and complete a sweep of their drop ships…’
 
   The speakers clicked in his ears, a voice burbled, ‘Number Four has taken a hit Sir…she’s heading for Alexion One’s loading bay…there are now three of us left!’
 
   The flight leader shook his head in frustration, realising they losses were now becoming critical, ‘Very well, regroup at the far side and we will re-join the fight. Number Two should find us again shortly.’
 
   He glanced out of the cockpit, seeing several silver craft sweep by below, heading out to engage the Morgons as their flight leader spurred them on. The flashes from above lit up against the fighters’ hulls as they began to climb, finally disappearing off to his left as his own craft shot along the side of Alexion One. The massive station rose up into space, his eyes glancing across the scorched hull as flak guns spun round, following his craft and firing out behind, their muzzles flashing as bolts of sheer blue energy tore out towards the enemy craft.
 
   Lights flickered up and down the space station hull, the numerous sensors gathering information from across space and updating the computers on the bridge with detail, the reduced crew struggling to keep their commander informed of escalating events. Explosions rocked the upper levels, Morgon shock troops butchering the defending crew as they advanced across the levels, the station craft personnel fighting for their survival.
 
   Anjara wondered how long the station above could hold out, without which the planet below was surely lost. Survivors could hide in the many mountains, their rations slowly depleting until they were hunted down by a vicious prey, their lives stubbed out mercilessly and with the utmost violence. He gritted his teeth, seeing flashes against the atmosphere below as damaged fighters re-entered orbit in desperation to escape the Morgon pursuers.
 
   Clicking his microphone again, his seared and burnt jaw tensed, the flight suits anaesthetic beginning to run out as his body burns began to ache and itch. He drew breath, then spoke softly, ‘Vipers to me…we sweep the upper atmosphere and clear the enemy craft from that sector. Our fighters are struggling to gain orbit from below and return…they are out of range of most of the station guns.’
 
   The silver craft swept upwards, twisting in the space behind the station as two more fighters soared with it, the ‘V’ formation seeming to hang in space before flipping and shooting downwards, the lights from the station flashing across their scorched silver hulls. The electronic warning lights lit up across their cockpits, the female voice seeming stern, ‘Planet atmosphere approaching…adjust your descent…’
 
   The flight leader clicked his microphone, his tone determined, ‘Level and sweep forward…take them all down!’
 
   The two clicks reverberated in his ears as the craft shot forward, the hulls bouncing on the upper atmospheric ring as they swept through the debris of destroyed satellites and space rock. Banking right, Anjara glimpsed four black craft ahead, their pilots seeking crippled Trevakian fighters to finish off. The flight leader’s proximity lights flashed, his fingers moving to the firing button as he clicked once more, ‘Follow my lead…take them out!’
 
   He twisted the stick, the fighter spinning as he pushed the acceleration, the engines behind screaming as laser bolts swept outwards. The first Morgon craft exploded violently, debris crashing against the flight leaders hull as he tore through the explosion, bearing down on the second craft as the enemy pilot glanced round in alarm, his breath sucked in as the fireball swept through his cockpit, incinerating him instantly. 
 
   Anjara banked left, the craft spinning once more as he bounced the second Morgon flight, the black craft sweeping upwards in alarm as the silver flashes screamed through their formation. Explosions rocked the Viper craft, two more Morgon craft disintegrating as the Trevakian pilots’ adrenalin soared. 
 
   The surviving black craft sent out radio signals, the snake emblem emblazoned on the silver fighter fuselage conveyed to the fighters above and their group leader. Fifteen enemy fighter peeled off from a new approaching formation, their steep banking followed by a spiral descent as they accelerated towards the last reported location of the Trevakian elite squadron. 
 
   Anjara’s earpiece buzzed, ‘Flight Leader…Number Three is hit! Descending into atmosphere and back to base…one engine burnt out and hull damage…’
 
   The Flight leader bit his lip, his voice breaking, ‘Stay low…no heroics…make it back safely.’ He sighed, his voice rising with emotion, ‘Remaining flight…you are now my number two…move up on my tail, let’s take more down!’
 
   The startled voice burbled in his ear, ‘Affirmative Flight Leader…enemy ahead…’The voice broke, then surged back into his earphones, the tone rising in fear, ‘Multiple enemy sightings behind…in pursuit…Flight Leader…over fifteen craft incoming! Shall we return to base?’
 
   Flight Leader Anjara swore under his breath, his eyes checking the screen below and seeing the flashing red proximity lights gaining as he glanced round, seeing the silver craft on his right wing. Clicking his microphone, he grinned with adrenalin, raising a hand to wave in his cockpit, ‘Follow my lead number two…maximum speed into the next formation we find, then sweep low to the left. They will expect us to head for Morasat, so we will head back to Alexion One, try and draw them onto the station guns…’
 
   A nervous voice of the inexperienced flyer surged through his earpiece, ‘Affirmative Flight Leader…I will follow your lead…’
 
   Anjara grinned, his adrenalin soaring as he thought of the Morgon pilots behind, their excitement at attacking a small formation of two as he saw the glint of four ships ahead, slightly below. Pushing is stick forward, then to the right, the craft bounced violently as he touched the outer atmosphere then spun the silver fighter and turned in a wide arc, the static surging along his guns as he swept onwards towards the Morgon vessels.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Six: The Villages to the East
 
    
 
   Rees clambered wearily from the basement of the low one story house, the cold air enveloping him as he reached street level. The snow was still falling heavily, his hand running across an unshaven chin as he stared out into the bleak daylight. Gunfire from the outskirts of the village echoed around him, his head lowered in despondency as the memories of the night swept back into his mind. 
 
   Jozefina had slowly awoken him outside the makeshift medical buildings and they had walked together arm in arm around the village seeking refuge until they were advised to enter a building that the soldiers were leaving from. The unit they witnessed departing being deployed to the east of the encircled town.
 
   He was exhausted, the deep sleep he had experienced haunted by nightmares. The contorted and pained faces of his missing colleagues, screams of the wounded and dying and finally the vision that had awoken him abruptly…the black staring helmet with red glowing eyes inspecting him as he slept, the fetid breath filling his nostrils and causing him to almost wretch. The overpoweringly tall figure had stared at him for some time as he twisted and turned in his sleep, sweat pouring from his body as his breath became short and sharp, his terror rising as the Morgon simply stared at him from inches away.
 
   His drenched body had shaken him awake, the half-darkness of the cellar confusing him initially as his breath was strained, glancing slowly and fearfully around in terror for the Morgon he had experienced in his nightmare. Slowly his vision had become focussed in the dim light, his eyes inspecting the smeared and dirty surroundings for any sign of the nightmare figure, his breathing becoming slowly more relaxed as reality forced the dull and confused sleepiness from his mind. Eventually satisfied there were no enemy soldiers in the room amongst the slumbering allied troops, he forced himself upwards, a dull sickening pain sweeping across his temples as he remembered the situation they were in…cut off with seemingly thousands of vicious enemy soldiers encircling them.
 
   Rees stared out over the snow covered street, several Trevakian soldiers marching past with rifles held at waist height, their heads glancing round nervously as muffled gunfire resounded in the distance. One storey buildings lined the thoroughfare, his eyes staring at the smeared grey walls and weathered shuttered windows as the soldiers rounded the end of the street. Several dull thumps indicated explosions as a mortar battery fired out from the village, the high explosive shells dropping onto the enemy front lines in the distance. 
 
   He stiffened as two sharp cracks rang out, snipers firing from the roofs of the two storey buildings on either side claiming victims in the dull early afternoon light. Glancing upwards, two flares exploded in the sky, their pulsing light sweeping across his vision as they gradually fell to earth, the cold breeze blowing them away from the village. The clouds seemed to be thickening, a wind blowing from the west carrying a snow storm towards the isolated hamlets, scattered snowflakes beginning to fall to earth as the grey clouds moved overhead.
 
   Rees sighed, grinning as he thought of his car in the staff carpark, his mental reminder to pick up some windscreen wash on the way home from work seeming totally irrelevant and very distant now. He chuckled, his mobile phone even left on charge in the staff restroom, the full light battery probably flashing now with a screen vibrating with numerous texts from his family. He tensed as he felt the combat uniform inflate slightly, the sensors responding to the dropping temperature as more flakes landed in the street before him.
 
   Eight more Trevakians marched round the corner, their faces covered with scarves and visors lowered. A couple nodded a greeting to him, one patting his stomach and smiling as Rees lowered himself to sit on the steps, hunching his shoulders as the cold began to bite against his exposed skin as he ran a hand through matted hair. He smiled faintly to himself as he watched the colours on his combats slowly transform from darker shades to white with light grey streaks, the uniform adapting to the climate around him.
 
   He spun round as shuffling behind startled him, his eyes straining as Jozefina emerged from the basement steps, her eyes sparkling in the light as she held out his helmet, ‘Put this on Rees, it will keep your head warm…now where’s my coffee?’ She extended a hand to him expectantly, grinning as he stared in stunned bewilderment at her.
 
   Rees slowly took the helmet from her and slipped it over his head, feeling the insides vibrate slightly as it slid into position. Jo handed him his assault rifle as he slowly rose, slinging the weapon over his shoulder as he smiled grimly at his supervisor, ‘Do you think we will get out of this mess?’
 
   Jozefina shrugged, her jaw tensing, ‘That’s not something we should be too concerned about…what will happen will happen. Besides, I quite like it here…think about it…it’s cold and miserable…so much so, no one is moaning about the weather. There is no traffic to get stuck in and we have no shift start times!’ She grinned as Rees smiled, ‘Just remember…you can’t be late for work here!’ Jo continued, ‘Ok…the enemy does not like us very much and seem pretty vicious, but they have not won yet and we have some of the best troops in the galaxy here!’
 
   Rees giggled as she slapped his shoulder, his stress easing, ‘I suppose it could be worse…though I cannot imagine those circumstances easily.’
 
   Jozefina closed her hand, punching him gently on the arm, ‘That’s the spirit…now let’s see if we can find something to eat around here, my stomach is rumbling. We have not eaten since yesterday now…don’t you remember?’ She slipped her helmet over matted blonde hair and stepped past him, slipping her rifle over her right shoulder as she stepped down into the snow, ‘It’s a bit like Slovakia here…cold and snowing…let’s hope their stew is as good!’ She turned, glancing expectantly at him, ‘I am desperate for a warm shower…’ She turned, her head dropping to one side, ‘Funny how you take stuff for granted until it’s gone!’ She stiffened, ‘Come on…food time…have you brought your staff concession card?’
 
   Rees grinned widely, his eyes widening in surprise, ‘Actually I have got it on me…’ He indicated to the left, ‘I think the canteen or mess hall is that way, several troops have come past from there.’
 
    
 
   Rees scraped the bottom of his green tin, slipping the spatula into his mouth as his eyes closed in satisfaction, ‘That was good! I feel a lot better now after my beef stew and dumplings…’ He glanced at Jozefina, ‘What did you have again?’
 
   Jo licked her own utensil, glancing round the narrow basement at the other soldiers eating, ‘Some sort of stew…it was ok. Not bad for tinned food…I had the blue one!’
 
   He smiled, sipping from his canteen, ‘So who do we report to now? What do you think we will be doing?’
 
   Jozefina shrugged, raising her hands and stretching, a stifled yawn spreading across her face, ‘I suppose we had better go and find that Lieutenant Kim of the South Koreans. He will know if there are any others left and find us something to do.’ She grimaced, her eyes darkening, ‘We will check on Mason later…though I don’t think he will have survived.’
 
   They spun round as a soldier burst breathlessly from the stairs, his uniform caked in dirt, eyes wide with shock, ‘All available soldiers to the eastern defences, the enemy is massing for an attack. They have dropped smoke all along their line and are moving up…get your weapons ready and move now!’ Muffled artillery broke out above, the shells exploding across the village as an initial barrage dropped to earth.
 
   Rees sprung to his feet, Jozefina scrambling up next to him as all the soldiers in the room grasped their rifles and ran for the stairs, the female supervisor turning to her male colleague as they lunged towards the steps, ‘It looks like this is our planet now! Earth is now just a distant memory!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Seven: End of the Viper Fighter Wing
 
    
 
   The two sleek silver craft swept round the left side of an asteroid field, flashes from the upper Morgon battleship guns lighting up their cockpits as the blast screens automatically deployed. Rock debris splattered against their hulls, the clanks and metallic impacts causing the two pilots to jump, their craft sweeping from side to side violently as they desperately attempted to avoid the explosions and shattered rock. 
 
   Laser lights flashed through the blast screen slits, the cockpit warning lights flashing alarmingly with the proximity of the rocks and debris, the warship guns above blasting into the asteroid field in attempts to destroy the elite Trevakian fighter wing. 
 
   Behind them two Morgon fighters smashed into the upper atmosphere, their burning craft igniting further as the pilots lost control, their vessels breaking up in the enormous pressure applied to the damaged hulls. 
 
   Flight Leader Anjara winced at the pain sweeping through his body, his adrenalin soaring as the display lights on his screen indicated over twelve Morgon fighters were pursuing them, his earpiece buzzing once more, ‘Flight Two sustaining damage, losing altitude commander…attempting to re-enter atmosphere on your command…’
 
   The flight leader grimaced, his tone reluctant, ‘Affirmative number two…drop away sharply to avoid enemy pursuit…’ His voice dropped away as the explosion from below buffeted his fighter, his hand pulling right on the stick to avoid an oncoming rock as energy blasts swept past. The second fighter exploded again, flames pouring from the stricken hull as it lost height dramatically, a fireball erupting against the outer atmosphere as the craft broke up…Anjara was now alone.
 
    
 
   In the villages to the east of Morasat, Rees and Jozefina Kapralova ran as part of a group towards the outer defences. Shouts of alarm filled their ears as they scrambled across the snow, passing soldiers manhandling mortars and heavy machine guns forward. American soldiers ran past, dropping into foxholes as they manhandled Stinger and Javelin missiles into forward reserve trenches, ready for use should the enemy seem to be breaking through.
 
   Medics dragged and carried the wounded back past them, the moans of the injured filling their ears as shells began to burst overhead, shrapnel pouring down as they ducked, the flashes causing eery shadows off the walls and emplacements in the dim light.
 
   Sniper rifles cracked overhead, the soldiers aiming for silhouettes in the distant smoke as they fired out from concealed vantage points. Rees jumped as a heavy machine gun chattered into life to his right, muzzle flashes lighting up their faces as they ducked forward, the American heavy weapons unit preparing across the eastern edge as the enemy advanced through the smoke.
 
   Rees heard the muffled American accent from behind a wall, the unit commander’s hand dropping rapidly as he screamed at the men before him in three mortar pits, ‘Fire!’ The dull thuds filled the air as shells were dropped into mortar tubes, the projectiles whistling into the air as they sped towards the enemy.
 
   Jozefina ducked down the ramp before them, the slope leading into a reserve trench as more mortars fired to the north and south. Rees glanced out above the forward position before sliding into the emplacement, his eyes widening and body stiffening as he saw the line of smoke from one end of the horizon to the other. Dull explosions whipped through the shroud, the detonations from mortar shells flashing through the dense smoke as the American guns fired relentlessly. Tracers poured out across the terrain, the red hot bullets bouncing against obstacles and flying into the encroaching thick mist as the distant shrieks of hatred were just audible.
 
   Jozefina screamed at him from below, ‘Rees! Get your behind into the trench! The South Koreans are to the right…we need to get to Kim!’
 
   Rees shook his head from the sights, his body slipping forward half crouched as Jozefina slapped his shoulder, shouting into his ear, ‘I am not losing you too! Now move in front and keep alert so I can keep an eye on you!’
 
    
 
   Anjara swept his craft round, six Morgon fighters now pursuing him across space. His eyes sparkled with adrenalin, the fear and excitement pumping through his veins as he thrust the stick back to the left, laser blasts sweeping past the cockpit as he attempted to avoid the enemy fire. 
 
   Then the fighter bucked suddenly, smoke pouring from one of the rear engines as he thrust the stick forward instinctively, the craft spiralling downwards towards the outer atmosphere, the black fighters pursuing their damaged prey.
 
   Cold sweat poured across his body, the vision before him spiralling as the fighter spun, the electronic voice loud in his ears in alarm, ‘Alarm: Atmospheric descent too steep…adjust elevation. Critical angle of elevation…Adjust! Adjust!’
 
   Anjara bit his scarred lips, counting mentally as he grasped the stick tightly, his breath held as he pulled sharply back, the remaining engine screaming behind as the fighter levelled and soared upwards, the electronics shouting, ‘Stall! Stall!’
 
   The Morgon craft swept past, three of the pilots too slow to react as their craft tore down into the atmosphere below, flames searing down the sides of the hulls as the vessels began to screech and grind with the pressure, then imploding, the flamed explosions whipping across the dark space below.  
 
   Anjara’s fighter hung in the air, the engine kicking as he stared upwards, the stars and deep darkness seeming so beautiful as he shook his head in complete defeat. He disengaged the blast shields, checking his graphic screen below as he flicked on boosters and auto stabiliser rockets. Cracking his gloved hand against the engine ignitors, the craft shuddered, then jolted forward as the last engine cut in, his hand pushing forward on the stick as the remaining black Morgon craft circled in for their final kill. Four more black fighters broke from formation high above, their commander shrieking at them ‘to blow the Viper from space, to finish him!’
 
   The silver star fighter swept downwards towards the atmosphere, Anjara waiting for the burst of flame, the split second explosion that would end his life. His eyes widened as he stiffened, the earpiece burbling, ‘Flight Leader…this is your Number Two…proceed back to Morasat immediately…I will see you on the ground!’ 
 
   Flight Leader Anjara shook his head in stunned silence, his voice trembling as the fighter swept towards the atmosphere, laser blasts sweeping past as the Morgon fighters closed on him, ‘S-Somas?’
 
   The explosion behind rocked his craft, the silver fighter sweeping between Anjara’s vessel and the pursuing Morgons as they banked violently. Debris from the disintegrating black fighter smacked against Anjara’s hull, the craft bucking as it tore into the upper atmosphere, the blast shields automatically sweeping across his cockpit as flames and sparks surged along the fuselage.
 
   Flashes swept through the cockpit, the instruments sparking as they fused, the automated voice cut off as the alarm sounded, ‘Danger…’
 
   The scorched fighter continued downwards, lights beginning to glow across the instruments as they shorted and blew under the intense pressure, Anjara wincing as pain swept through his body, his burns and injuries stirring and heightening once more as the heat in the cockpit increased dramatically. Two black craft surged after him, their pilots’ eager for a final kill as they chased him through the atmosphere ring, the remaining Morgon craft turning to pursue the last Viper fighter across space above.
 
   Breaking through the atmosphere, Anjara could hear the wind whistling to either side of the cockpit, his remaining engine flaring and burning out as he tried to regain control. The scorched vessel started to turn in the air, the Flight Leader’s stomach twisting as he realised there was limited time left. The blast shields swept back, the terrain below beginning to fill his forward screen as the lights across the cockpit flashed in alarm. His eyes strained as he saw the thick line of smoke across the ground, flames pouring from the rear of the fighter as he grimaced, tears filling his eyes as he grasped the lever to his side.
 
    
 
   The machine guns rattled behind the front positions as Rees and Jozefina ducked behind the trench walls. The screams of rockets sped overhead as observers stared into the smoke with binoculars, searching for the enemy as silhouettes moved through the shroud, the crack of sniper rifles becoming more frequent. 
 
   Lieutenant Kim dropped next to them, his visor lowered as he shouted above the intense din, ‘The Morgons are advancing in force it seems…all available manpower has been moved to these positions. We must beat them back…or we will all die…’ His voice tailed off as he looked at Rees, the man’s hand extending upwards as he stared into the sky.
 
   Jozefina and Kim spun round, following his outstretched limb to see the smoke trail heading high across the sky below the clouds, flames pouring in the wake of the falling craft. Black fighters swept in behind the smoke as Kim shouted round frantically, ‘Enemy aircraft incoming!’
 
   The jets of fire swept upwards from behind, the stinger and javelin missiles rising majestically into the air as they ‘locked on’ to the black vessels, their navigators behind ensuring targets were not duplicated to conserve the sparse ammunition. 
 
   A wall of fire swept upwards through the smoke as the defenders stared out in awe, the bodies of the advancing enemy incinerated or tossed into the air across the centre of the front, the shattered craft bouncing and exploding through the murk. Jozefina screamed in fright, Lieutenant Kim grasping her shoulder as she shook, her head shaking as he shouted, ‘What is it?’
 
   She pointed out into the snow covered land, Kim staring in shock as he saw the ejector seat boosters surge, the parachute opening as the pilot fell slowly to earth. Sporadic tracers rose into the air as he stared open mouthed, then spun round, screaming desperately, ‘Covering fire!’ The South Korean glanced back, watching the camouflaged combat uniform dart forward half-crouched from shell hole to shell hole, the soldier heading for the pilot as he drifted to earth before the smoke. He thrust his body to the trench wall, staring open mouthed as the figure darted and weaved, the helmeted head glancing up to check the pilot’s descent.
 
   Jozefina was shaking uncontrollably with shock, her scream echoing after the distant figure, ‘Rees!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Eight: Rangara Outpost Return
 
    
 
   Bullets whipped past, Riaz beginning to feel his legs drain of energy as he ran on. The small group struggling forward in the heavy snowfall, the combat suit supplements to their exertions almost exhausted as they forced their tired bodies forward. 
 
   An explosion behind spurred them on, shouts echoing through the heavy snowflakes as they lunged forward exhausted. The flash of a rocket as it soared above them caused them to duck their shoulders, debris and dusts swirling around them as the explosion burst against rocks in front.
 
   Tregan shouted across them desperately, his voice strained, ‘Keep going…not much further!’
 
   Two marines slipped against the rocks to the either side, firing back blindly into the snowfall in attempt to delay their pursuers. More projectiles zipped past, another marine stumbling as one bullet hit his back, his body collapsing forward as Shino grabbed his arm, the man screaming in pain as blood splattered from his wound. Debra lunged forward, her boots slipping on the iced surface as she roughly grabbed the man’s other arm, spurring him on as the shouts from behind sounded nearer.
 
   Riaz spun round, swearing aloud as he fired two bursts back through the snowfall, his boots slipping in the snow as another Trevakian screamed in pain, his body slumping forward. Riaz shook his head in frustration, running to the downed figure and dragging him across the snow as more bullets whipped past, a thin blood trail extending across the iced ground.
 
   The flare of a rocket swept between them, the explosion rumbling ahead as the projectile erupted. Debra squealed in anger, the body between her and Shino stumbling again as they thrust forward. Tregan dropped to one knee, scattering his three pulse grenades across the track, then scrambling backwards, grabbing the arm of the injured marine dragged by Riaz. The Asian male grimaced at the pain sweeping through his shoulders, his voice a strained hiss, ‘I am not coming here again on holiday!’
 
   Shino started giggling nervously, the situation beyond mental comprehension as she dragged the wounded body forward. Debra screamed in anger, ‘Not now for f……’
 
   The pulse grenades detonated behind, dull thumps followed by screams and shouts of alarm as the Silaks slowed in nervousness and fear. Several dropped next to their injured countrymen, the extreme moaning and crying out filling the whitened nearby terrain as the soldiers slowed, fearful of more grenades or mines in the snow ahead. They fired controlled bursts in anger through the snowfall, screams of hatred spilling through the murk.
 
   The group ducked down further, Tregan dragging the injured man along, indicating to the others, ‘Drop your grenades…but only pulse…not the others!’
 
   The rear Trevakian marines tossed their explosives, lunging after the others before dropping to their knees once more, firing two bursts to the rear, then rising and running a short distance before repeating their firing actions.
 
   Shino glanced down, the soldier between her and Debra moaning loudly, blood dribbling from his mouth onto the snow below as she winced, ‘He is losing a lot of blood…can’t we stop? He could die!’
 
   Tregan shouted back, his tone firm as he spat snow from his mouth, ‘Keep going…it can’t be much further. Look out for the torches!’
 
   They surged forward, the last of their energy depleting quickly as the pace increased, Debra beginning to gasp for air from the exertion as she dropped to her knees.
 
   Silhouettes swept through the snowfall before them, Shino gasping in alarm as three Trevakian marines emerged through the mist and flurry, their hands outstretched to assist them and wounded, another six marines running behind with their assault rifles raised.
 
   A familiar voice swept through the snowfall, ‘Come on, get a move on! Get the wounded back to the outpost and create a protective screen…drive the Silaks back if they advance!’ Captain Dugachard stepped through the thick snowfall, her visor down and rifle extended, ‘Move Now!’
 
   Tregan gritted his teeth, grinning in frustration as he shouted, ‘You heard the lady…get back to the outpost!’ Gunfire erupted behind them, eight Trevakian marines firing controlled bursts as the captain strode towards them, her own muzzle flashing as she fired back along the track.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Nine: Search and Destroy?
 
    
 
   Tregan sat cross-legged next to the small girl in the barracks room, his hand extended to offer her one of the station’s three ration tins. The child seemed to consider studiously for a while, then slowly pointed to the green coloured canister, her eyes widening in anticipated hunger and excitement as the Trevakian leant forward and smacked the tin against the metal box, handing it to her, a grin spreading across his face as he spoke to her softly and reassuringly.
 
   Riaz stared at the green tin in his hands, his body aching painfully from the exertions earlier, Shino glancing at him as he smacked the tin against the box, her voice concerned, ‘Are you in a lot of pain?’
 
   The Asian male looked up at her, exhaustion in his eyes, ‘I have felt better…the suit does not seem to be taking the edge off the pain now…’ He twisted his shoulder, wincing in agony, ‘It certainly will make me alert…the pain seems to shoot down my side every now and again.’ The turned painfully and indicated to the two wounded and sedated marines sleeping at the end of the room, ‘Still, I should be grateful…my injuries are not as bad as theirs.’
 
   Debra shook her head, ‘At least we are all alive…that was one hell of an escape.’ She grimaced, ‘Now we are going to struggle with the patrols…I think the Silaks know we do not have many personnel now.’
 
   Tregan nodded grimly, ‘That’s probably correct…I just don’t understand why we were not warned they were in the valley to the north. It doesn’t make sense…where did they all come from? Let’s hope there is not a tunnel to Contax Base…we are not strong enough to face many more.’ The three others turned to look at him for a second with dread, then glanced across each other’s grime covered faces, their hair matted with sweat.
 
   Riaz indicated to the small girl with his spatula, pulling the top of his canister open and lowering his face satisfyingly into the rising steam, ‘Perhaps Anastasia can tell us…or her mother. What do they know? Where is her mother anyway?’
 
   The Trevakian leant forward, ‘Captain Dugachard is questioning her, she has asked me to see if the girl knows anything…split them up and see what will be revealed.’ He turned to the small girl, fondly watching her greedily deposit steaming food into her mouth for a second before speaking.
 
   Shino sat back, opening a red tin and shovelling food onto her spatula, ‘The Silaks will probably try and stop us from leaving…will they attack us here in the outpost?’
 
   Debra shrugged, looking across the tins in front of her and considering which one to choose, ‘It will depend if they have enough to take us on…we are well defended here, but exposed outside. Perhaps the captain will just want to defend the village. Patrols will be dangerous though.’ She lifted a blue tin, leaning forward to activate the cooking process against the metal container.
 
   They hesitated as Tregan’s tone became more intrusive, his voice lower as he questioned Anastasia, the girl shovelling food into her mouth.
 
   Shino coughed, tears welling in her eyes as she shook her head, ‘Wow…that mouthful had some spice…not sure this tin was mixed as well as the others!’ She fumbled behind her for a canteen, swigging greedily from the contents, the cold water soothing her overwhelmed senses as she swallowed. Leaning forward her voice strained, she stared at Debra, ‘What I don’t understand is why they did not fire on us at the upper pasture, near the animals. The Silaks were just subdued there, that’s confusing.’ She shook her head dismissively, ‘Also they speak Russian…with accents. If they are Russian and I think they are, probably Ukrainian, how are they still so young? Chernobyl was a long time ago…have they families here? Are these soldiers the sons and daughters of the ones taken from where the nuclear explosion was?’
 
   Debra shrugged, Riaz dropping some more food in his mouth as he strained his eyes in confusion. Shino continued, ‘If they are Russian…or Ukrainian, why are they allied with the Morgons? How are these beasts controlling humans to fight against their own kind…it just does not make sense?’
 
   They glanced across at Tregan, his body leaning towards the girls as he asked more questions, his voice seeming excited. The child seemed subdued, slightly uncomfortable by his tone as she replied slowly and carefully, Riaz glancing at Shino warily.
 
   The Trevakian’s eyes widened slightly, the girl tucking back into the contents of her container greedily as the others waited in anticipation, Tregan slowly turning to face them. Speaking slowly, he seemed excited, ‘That is interesting, Anastasia has only been to the cave a couple of times…she does not like going there as the soldiers seem agitated and angry when they are in the darkness. The Silaks give them some food when they are short, and in return they will give them some of their warming drink. She says they have some strange machinery hidden in the darkness and that they are guarding it, that the commander is very nasty, often hitting his troops.’ He leant back, glancing at the child, ‘She said that she prefers to meet the Silaks up in the pasture, that they are a lot nicer there when they are away from the commander and the machinery.’
 
   Shino’s eyes widened, her body leaning forward with excitement, ‘What is this machinery? Do we think they are influenced by this machinery? Is it another transporter? The Silaks at the pasture were not aggressive in any way…they just seemed defensive and wanted to get away.’ She shrugged, ‘Mind you, they may have been a different group I suppose.’
 
   Tregan turned back and started speaking to the child once more, his questions adopting a calmer tone as the others watched, slowly retrieving food from their tins, their intrigue growing.
 
   Riaz leant across and retrieved another tin, his hand slipping round a green one, ‘I am starving…lots of running, fresh air and long walks…it’s just like a holiday with the gym included!’ He grinned, ‘Mind you the enemy shooting at you and chasing us around the neighbourhood would lower the price…and I am not sure it would classify as a package deal!’
 
   Debra grinned, lifting food to her mouth, ‘Always jesting…it’s good though, it keeps our spirits up.’
 
   Riaz glanced at Shino, winking, ‘Thanks Mum!’ The Philippine giggling as Debra’s eyes narrowed in suspicious confusion.
 
   Anastasia spoke softly, explaining her answer carefully to Tregan as the others looked on, their food lowered as they waited for the Trevakian to turn to them. He looked round as she spoke, his eyes sparkling with excitement as the girl continued, meticulously describing something to him as she looked down into her empty tin.
 
   Riaz retrieved another food canister, leaning forward and offering it to the girl, her eyes brightening as she accepted it willingly. Tregan slowly looked back at them his breath held, ‘She says there are new Silaks in the area…ones she has not seen before. They are coming from somewhere, but not in large numbers…some are friendly, others are not. She believes they are coming from the cave and there are other small machines hidden in the rocks that she has seen…apparently her mother knows more.’ He slowly rose, ‘I will go and speak to the captain, we will need to find out where they are coming from and stop them. If the enemy assembles a force in this area, they can sweep through behind our forces towards Morasat.’
 
   The door to the resin building opened, Captain Dugachard stepping into the room followed by the girl’s mother, her expression grave as the snow fell from her shoulders, ‘It appears the Silaks are reinforcing their positions in this area.’ She indicated to the bedraggled nervous woman behind, ‘They have a way through from Contax Base, probably a charging or small transporter with a limited range due to their low numbers. It will take some time for a transporter unit to re-charge after a soldier has gone through the portal, maybe even a few days.’ She grimaced, placing her hands on her hips, ‘We will need to find this transporter and destroy it.’
 
   Debra gasped, her head shaking, ‘But they already outnumber us…how on earth will we do that?’
 
   The captain grinned back, ‘That will be for me to plan, but I already have an idea that may work. We will also send for more troops from the supply base to bolster our numbers in case they come up with the idea of attacking the outpost. We must hold this position to ensure the base in the mountains is not discovered…’ She indicated to Tregan, ‘Choose two soldiers to drive the halftrack to supply, and take the wounded, the rest will stay here and provide limited patrols until first light tomorrow. Then we will make an attempt on this transporter of theirs.’ She shrugged, ‘Perhaps we may have reinforcements then.’
 
   Captain Dugachard lowered to a crouch, running her hands across the girl’s head fondly, ‘Her father was a Silak apparently and we did not know. They are a strange people it seems and I am beginning to believe they are from your planet earth after what we have seen…’ She shrugged, ‘All will become apparent tomorrow I think…get some rest before sentry duty, I will need you all fit for the mission.’
 
    
 
   Riaz stared out over the village street, the snowfall now having ceased apart from the occasional flake that drifted to earth. His rifle propped against the defensive shield of the upper rampart as the light gradually faded. Shino stood next to him, a thick jacket over her small frame as light began to spill from the cracks in the shutters and blocked windows of the small buildings, candles and tiny lamps being lit alongside the small fires for warmth.
 
   The aroma of burnt stale wood drifted across the outpost as Riaz grimaced, ‘It’s all well and good for us to be in the fortification, but what about the villagers…do you think they will be frightened?’
 
   Shino shrugged, biting her lip as she shivered, ‘They seem to know the Silaks, so I am sure they will be alright.’ Her expression strained, ‘I am worried about the girl and her mother though, the enemy might think they are collaborators or something…isn’t that what they call it?’
 
   Riaz nodded, glancing down at her and then straining his eyes along the street, seeing the flames flickering on the torches at the edge of the village, ‘I think they will be fine…it is a strange war here though. We both give food to the residents and they give us milk in return. It was far more clear cut at Contax Base…they shoot at us…we shoot at them…’
 
   Shino giggled, wiping her nose with a glove, ‘You have a funny view on things…this is the reality of war…people just trying to survive. The Morgons are vicious and evil, but the Silaks are different. They make strange and unnatural allies for each other…’ She shook her head in frustration, ‘If we could somehow turn the Silaks around then the Morgons would be alone. Perhaps we could beat them then…at present I not sure that is even possible.’
 
   Riaz grimaced in silence, staring out over the darkening streets, his adrenalin rising slightly as he saw a shadowed figure slip across the snow, then realising it was one of the villagers. Below them, three Trevakian marines trudged slowly through the snow, their patrol now from the end of one street to the other and the return, a morale boosting exercise for the local residents and to demonstrate that the garrison still held strength.
 
   They stiffened as a shout went out form the right, Tregan’s voice shrill through the darkness, ‘Halftracks are approaching…two more sentries to the gate!’
 
   Riaz nudged Shino, his voice an excited hiss as he saw the pin lights on the hill to the east, ‘Let’s go to the gate…see what is coming!’ 
 
   The vehicle engines droned as they began to descend the slope towards the buildings, the two halftracks skidding on the iced snow as their forward wheels spun over ice. Slowing as they descended, the drivers strained their eyes through the viewing slits as the vehicles lumbered past the outer torches, startled residents glancing out as the engines burbled by. 
 
   Jolting to a halt at the main gates, the upper quad gunner waved briefly to Riaz as the Asian male opened the gate, his rifle slung over his shoulder. A brief smile as he recognised the human face, the gunner called out, ‘Additional troops for deployment to the outpost…you have Silaks nearby?’
 
   Riaz nodded, Tregan stepping out behind, ‘What unit are you from?’
 
   The gunner grinned widely, ‘Mostly supply troops and staff from Alexion One…all combat trained though, our commander was very insistent on that.’
 
   Tregan nodded, ‘Good…how many?’
 
   The gunner hesitated, then lowered his voice, glancing around nervously as a cold breeze blew across the street, ‘Twelve in total…that’s all that can be spared. We have dispatches for your captain and an update on the war…we will have to all return late tomorrow.’
 
   Tregan indicated for the gates to be opened, turning grimly to Riaz and Shino, ‘I guess we attack tomorrow morning then…’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty: The battle above
 
    
 
   Admiral Shadian spun round in exasperation, the space station shuddering again as the computers struggled to sustain a stable orbit, ‘What is the current situation someone?’
 
   An urgent shout from one of the comms desks, ‘Multiple breaches Sir! Morgon forces control Decks 72 through to 78 Admiral! Our soldiers are holding out…but they are facing heavy resistance…we have scattered reports of small units holding out on the floors lost to the enemy, but their supplies are running low! Sensors report the oxygen levels are almost depleted!’
 
   Shadian bit his lips, drawing blood, ‘What else have we left to offer them…get them out?’
 
   Hands tapped across screens, the comms officers shaking their heads, ‘Limited military resource Sir…we only have reservists holding the floors above and below the enemy…’ The blue uniformed section leader rose slowly to his feet, his eyes strained, ‘They are fighting for their lives…and ours Sir…we are just not capable of launching offensive operations to retake the station…the enemy is too strong!’
 
   Admiral Shadian slumped into his chair, slamming his helmet onto the desk in frustration. Glancing round the reduced personnel on the bridge he sighed, the remainder of his command staff now in combat uniforms on the upper floors. His head slowly sank into his hands, disbelief filling his mind, his emotions rising as his voice broke, ‘How long before the station falls?’
 
   The standing comms officer glanced nervously across his colleagues, their pensive and fearful stares looking back up at him as he cleared his throat, ‘Maybe one day Sir…once they break through it will be a slaughter…’
 
   Shadian rose to his feet slowly in grim determination, ‘Everyone but two remaining personnel with me…we will hold them back.’ He indicated for his rising second in command to re-assume her seat, ‘Arm all the able wounded in the transport bays…all medical personnel and orderlies to the upper decks…anyone who can walk comes too.’ He swallowed hard, retrieving his helmet, ‘If we lose this station, everyone on the planet’s surface will be lost too…I am not allowing that to happen…’ He strode across the bridge as other personnel rose, tossing their caps to the dust covered floor and donning helmets, his last remark as he approached the doors chilling them to the core, ‘We live or die defending our home…I will be on remote comms!’
 
    
 
   On Deck 74, the seven remaining station personnel were pinned into a small enclave at the back of the outer corridor, holding a small number of rooms devoid of air as the multiple breaches in the hull slowly sucked the last oxygen from the deck. Bullets zipped past in the outer corridor outside, Brooks pulling his helmet back in as the visor glowed red once more, his exhausted body dropping to its knees. Barone slapped his countryman’s shoulder in encouragement, a Trevakian tossing a grenade at an angle out towards the Morgons.
 
   Barone grimaced, seeing the oxygen level on his visor screen beginning to glow in alert, his voice muffled as he turned and grinned to the seven remaining soldiers in the side room, ‘Well, I must thank you all for your hospitality…it’s been a lot of fun. Now if you wouldn’t mind, we would like to go to our embassy now!’ The five remaining Trevakians shrugging or imitating an American style salute in jest, their distorted mechanical breath wheezing as the suits desperately attempted to locate air.
 
   Brooks slapped his arm, gritting his teeth at the pain sweeping through his cracked ribs, his voice a wheeze, ‘Funny guy…when we get out of this I will get you a beer…’
 
   Barone spun round, condensation beginning to rise across his visor screen, the carbon dioxide levels escalating as beads of water began to run down the inside resin, the computer readout flickering. His voice rasped as he grinned, ‘A beer? I am a Jack Daniels or Jim Bean soldier…I will need to see the colour of your Chicago extortion money first!’ He glanced out, turning back to the Trevakians, ‘Let’s give these Morgon’s a show to remember…for every one of these bastards we keep up here, that’s one less for them to fight below!’
 
   Brooks struggled to his feet as the Trevakian marines stiffened, their fists slapping their chests as the sound of magazines being reloaded resounded across the room walls. Pulse grenades exploded in the corridor outside, dust and debris blowing through the open broken door as the station marine contingent stepped forward, their breath wheezing in their suits as they raised their rifles.
 
   Slowly they approached the opening, Brooks nodding to his countryman as he winced. Barone glanced across the determined faces, their expressions contorted behind the condensed full helmet visors. The Trevakians passed pulse grenades between them, each man ending up with one explosive, one dropped into the hands of both Brooks and Barone. The Trevakian marine wheezed behind his helmet as he indicted the twist to the top of the shining metal cylinder, Barone smiling defiantly as he stepped nearer the doorway.
 
   Bullets whisked past, the Morons throwing further smoke in readiness for the final battle for 74. Brooks gritted his teeth, his chest aching as he glanced round at the assembled group, one final nod before he twisted the grenade cap.
 
   Then the seven swept from the opening, a hoarse cheer resounding across the corridor as they lunged forward, the flashing grenades flung to either side of the doorway. Charging the enemy Morgon forces, the eruptions threw bodies and debris, the thick smoke contorting and swirling with the detonations, flashes from the rifle muzzles sweeping across the walls.
 
    
 
   Admiral Shadian advanced cautiously with his bridge personnel, the echoing of breaches being checked and pulled on the assault weapons behind resounding across the corridor. Glancing up at the floor indicator above, he shook his head, realising the enemy had reached decks that were furnished with full staircases. 
 
   The sounds of automatic fire echoed from the floor above, tentacles of smoke drifting down the two sets of side stairs ahead as the commander hesitated, indicating for the twelve bridge staff to split into two groups. 
 
   Laser blasts lit up the walls, the heavy Gatling gun firing a burst above them along the corridor into the thickening smoke as the Morgons advanced. Shouts of alarm filled the air, several distant detonations and screams, the squealing of boots as the now outnumbered Trevakian marines retreated, several dragging heavily wounded with them.
 
   Admiral Shadian lunged up the steps, his voice rising with adrenalin, ‘Covering Fire!’
 
   The blue uniforms of the bridge staff surged forward, dropping below the top steps as marines and reservists ran past them, some continuing along the upper floor, a couple pushing past the defenders to descend the stairs. The smoke swept towards them, the whine of the Gatling increasing above and behind them as its sensors picked up multiple enemies advancing.
 
   Shadian hissed at his staff, ‘Concentrate your fire…bring them down!’
 
   The first silhouette appeared, the muzzles flashing as the bridge crew fired in unison. Shrieks of hatred filled the air, the lead three Morgons falling as rapid laser blasts swept through their armour, slicing limbs. The smoke billowed as explosions ripped through the shroud, the Trevakians ducking back as dust and shrapnel swept along the outer corridor. 
 
   The guns mechanism whined behind, the laser blasts ceasing as the assault rifle fire slowly fell silent, the bridge personnel staring out nervously above the top steps. The Trevakian reserves behind cautiously moved forward, approaching the rear of the Gatling laser, their rifles raised as the smoke drifted towards them.
 
   Shadian bit his lower lip, glancing across his staff as he listened, then staring blind into the smoke, his nerves stretched tight. Creaking and the shriek of the outer hull filled the corridor, the soldiers engulfed in smoke and blinded as they squinted to see what was happening. Distant firing on the upper levels and muffled explosions distorted the silence, the Admiral glancing round again at his personnel warily, a comms officer staring at him, ‘What are they doing Sir?’
 
   Admiral Shadian shrugged, glancing back over the top step, his voice nervous, ‘I don’t know…perhaps they are regrouping, getting ready to attack again…or awaiting reinforcements.’ He tapped the helmet microphone next to his ear, ‘Admiral Shadian…any update? Where are the Morgons on 72?’
 
   Static surged, then his second in command’s voice burst into his ear, her tone excited, ‘Commander…the enemy has sent another wave of dropships…there are numerous readings on 72 of the Morgons, but they have stopped advancing…probably waiting for their incoming reinforcements. Fighting is ongoing on all upper levels…the Morgons have now broken through to level 80! I have deployed the surviving upper gun crews as infantry! There is heavy hend to hand fighting on 74!’
 
   The Admiral tensed, ‘More incoming…very well. What turrets have we left…are the flak guns still engaging?’
 
   The woman’s voice surged through the distortion again, ‘The turrets are all out of action Sir…remaining flak guns are about to engage…’ Her tone changed, ‘Sir…there is something else…we don’t fully understand…’
 
   Shadian turned away from the stairs, the adrenalin rising within him as he slowly descended the steps, his fear mounting, ‘What is it Number Two? I have now moved from the others…’
 
   The second in command cleared her throat nervously, her eyes staring widely at the viewing window as the three other staff rose to their feet transfixed, ‘Sir…it’s the Morgon warships…they’ve gone!’
 
   Tears or emotion welled in the admiral’s eyes, his voice becoming frantic, ‘Repeat message number two! Repeat message!’ The soldiers on the stairs glanced round in nervous anticipation, their commander’s voice rising dramatically.
 
   The woman’s voice was strained with excitement, ‘I repeat…enemy warships have gone…just gone…there is nothing there!’ The four bridge crew stared in awe at the viewing screen, blue laser lights shooting across space at the incoming dropships and enemy fighters. Far in deep space, the Morgon heavy transports were still unloading infantry to the planet’s surface, more fighters sweeping across from the other side of the planet to support and attack the space station and beleaguered Trevakian squadrons.
 
   Admiral Shadian dropped to his knees, two concerned bridge staff running to him as his mind swirled, his voice shaking as he tapped the microphone on his helmet, ‘What power have we for the transporter? How long can we open it for?’
 
   The female voice burst through once more, ‘Admiral, we can only open it for brief periods…we have not the power to sustain the portal continuously…we have to check for faults…’
 
   Admiral Shadian was breathing deeply, sucking the air into his chest as he rose to his feet, ‘Open it immediately…get as many through to us as possible…’ His voice rose as he heard the shrieks on the floor above, the whoosh of a rocket and explosions rocking deck 72, his voice rising to a shout, ‘I repeat…open the transporter immediately! Bring as many soldiers and manpower through as possible…keep opening it when we can!’ He glanced into one of the comms officers faces next to him as more explosions echoed above, shouts of alarm, ‘We can hold…’ He turned triumphantly, shouting at the soldiers on the stairs, ‘Keep firing…reinforcements are coming! Hold them!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty One: The Awakening of Sam
 
    
 
   His eyelids flickered, a dull throbbing pain sweeping through his temple as the young man drew breath. His mind felt very light, drugged and floating through space, the stars seeming to flow past him on either side as he stared up at the cosmos. The blackness of space was all embracing, almost flowing through his veins as the bright stars sparkled through his unconscious mind, the emptiness seeming warm and caressing to his skin as his body floated and flowed without hindrance.
 
   He stared into the deep darkness, smiling to himself as several shooting stars sped across the dark heavens above, the burning wakes so distant yet crystal clear in the vast expanse above. In the far distance, a multi coloured nebula seemed to glisten as the intense light source above his head shone brightly towards it. Small craft flew across the heavens, his mind considering what the beings on board would be like, their many appearances or languages. Another fleeting smile as he imagined discussing with them their history and customs, expanding his knowledge and joyfully exploring friendships through many language barriers.
 
   The light seemed to draw nearer, the stars slowly disappearing as the deep white glow filled his closed eyelids, his mind slowly struggling to comprehend what was happening, the swimming and swirling of his conscious understanding beginning to fill his thoughts of home, of pressing his uniform in time for work, the drive to the car park and staff bus to the busy airport terminal. He could strangely see himself sitting on the bus, his headphones firmly placed in each ear as he listened to the historical lectures he would study…another deeper smile as he considered what music to play, perhaps a day off from studying.
 
   Suddenly the vision twisted dramatically, initially curling at the edges then spinning away from him, far from his grasp as the light got brighter, the image fading, a low seemingly tainted and accented voice breaking through the white mist that formed across his closed eyelids, ‘He can hear you now…the suppressant liquid is working…he will feel no pain.’
 
   The tone that replied was distorted, a mechanical or electronic grind to the words that seemed to echo slightly, ‘Good…open his eyes…he needs to observe where he is…’
 
   Sam shook his confined head slightly, the scratch to his face irritating as the needles were slowly inserted into his eyelids, the flaps gradually pulled open as a foul, almost overpowering aroma filled his nostrils. He attempted to lift his hands to push the scratching and irritation away, his muscles relaxing further as more drugs were pumped into his bloodstream from the manacles around his wrists, his body sinking back once more as the relaxants swam into his brain, his pupils dilating further as the subdued lights of the room moved in and out of focus.
 
   The walls and ceiling were shining, metallic black almost mirrored, he surmised as he lay there…strapped or attached to some sort of table. He grinned as he saw the blurred silhouetted reflection of his body in the roof, the numerous wires and tubes stretching across his frame, their many colours amusing his drugged mind as he attempted to count them, a gurgle of amusement in his throat as he continually lost count, then started pointlessly again.
 
   The distorted tone seemed annoyed, ‘He is too drugged…control the dosage properly or you will die!’ The voice hissed in anger, a fetid smell of rotten exhaled breath filling the room as Sam giggled further.
 
   The other voice seemed distant, yet compliant, ‘Yes Sir…I will reduce the level of suppressants, but he will feel some pain…’
 
   The distortion seemed to hesitate, then relish the statement, ‘Good…reduce the dosage further, this human needs to know what is happening…’
 
   Sam felt the surge of drugs through his veins, his mind clearing rapidly then a surge of almost unimaginable torturous pain sweeping through his arms and legs as he screamed involuntarily, tears pouring from his eyes as his sight began to focus. The intense light seared through his pupils as they contracted dramatically, his retina stinging in pain due to his constricted and open eyelids.
 
   The distorted voice continued with seeming pleasure, seeing the retrained figure struggle in intense agony, a whining filling the room as Sam’s senses were overwhelmed by the pain. The voice spoke slowly, ‘So human…you have failed in your adventure and have joined us, your life now even more worthless than before…’
 
   Sam clenched his teeth through the horrifying agony, all his nerves and mind filled with the intense sensation from his leg and arms, a voice broken,  ‘Where the hell am I? Please stop the pain…please…it is too much!’
 
   The tall figure indicated to his subordinate reluctantly, ‘A little suppressant…just a little.’
 
   Sam’s eyes were painfully dry, his vision fixed on the reflective ceiling above as the drugs coursed through his blood, his sobbing lowering slightly as the pain subsided a little. Spittle came from his clenched teeth as he stared upwards in confusion, ‘What is happening? Where am I?’
 
   The distorted voice continued in a hiss, ‘You are on the dark star, our space station in far outer orbit over the planet Zaxon B. You are perfectly safe, the enemy…your allies cannot get to you here…’ The voice seemed to grin, ‘Now tell me where you are from…’
 
   Sam grimaced, his eyes becoming red with the dryness as he stared upwards, the distorted silhouette on the ceiling mirroring his actions as he struggled briefly against his bonds, a defeated whimper coming from his lips, ‘I come from earth, near Heathrow…it’s an airport in West London. Why are you doing this? What have I done to you?’
 
   The voice rose in relish at its prisoner’s confusion, ‘It is very simple young one…you have become involved in something that did not concern you...foolish race, allying yourselves in minutes with a lost empire. Your people have become involved…and now they will perish as a consequence. We will liquidate them and their futile existence…’
 
   Sam interrupted in anger, the pain rising again as he winced, ‘You will never beat us…humans are resilient and brave. I study history…we always overcome evil. Humans are determined and …you won’t even land on our planet! You have no idea what you are dealing with…the power…’
 
   The tall figure stepped forward, the voice lowering as a gloved hand struck his chest with immense power, stunning the retrained figure, the breath knocked from him, ‘Silence!’ The body stepped back continuing above the strained breathing and coughing, ‘Your species is physically and mentally weak…weaker than we ever could have imagined.’ A smile again, ‘I admire your determination and loyalty, you are very resistant…we have learnt a lot from your body and mind. But your resistance will not last long…you understand us now because of the alterations we have made to your mind, installing translators and sensors. Soon you will fight with us.’
 
   Sam was struggling to see, his eyes drying further and blood seeping down his cheeks as the figure indicated, drops falling onto his pupils to keep him staring upwards, the drugs soothing his pain as he gritted his teeth in hatred once more, fighting the distortion of his mind, ‘You will have to land first…you will never do that…earth is well defended!’
 
   A deep strained laugh filled the room, the distorted voice continuing, ‘But we are already on your planet…your human resources are too weak to see. We have reconnaissance and military forces already in place…’
 
   Sam forced a sarcastic laugh, hatred filling his chest and mind, ‘That will never have happened…our satellites and radar will have spotted you…you lie!’
 
   Brief mocking laughter, then the continuing voice, ‘You are so naïve…you have experienced natural disasters…strange occurrences, all beyond your weak human comprehensions.’ The figure stepped forward further, Sam’s pupils dilating as the shadow appeared above him blocking the intense light.  His eyes slowly accustomed to the shadow, a white helmet with red glowing eyes staring down at him from above as his breath caught, his heart beginning to pound in his chest. The voice came again, more a taunting whisper, ‘You know what a Tsunami is? How many your planet have suffered recently?’
 
   Tears filled Sam’s eyes as he nodded once, slightly in fear and apprehension, the stale and fetid breath filling his nostrils as the helmeted head moved closer, ‘That was a sign of our cloaked military ships covering their landings in your oceans…they are now waiting for the command to attack…thousands of our mechanised troops just lying in wait…’ 
 
   The restrained prisoner’s gasp filled the room, his voice broken as his chest sucked for air, his ribcage heaving, ‘Thousands of people died…’
 
   The voice became more determined, ‘It is of no consequence…your fellow humans are weak and dispensable…’
 
   The restrained prisoner shook his head slightly, his upper body shaking in disbelief and shock, ‘No…that cannot be true…you lie!’ His raised voice echoed desperately across the room, ‘You Lie!’
 
   The head ducked back, the bright light filling Sam’s eyes again, the pain in his retina intense as he moaned and whimpered, the voice seeming to taunt him again as alloy steps resounded across the room, ‘Our allies are almost human anyway…the Silaks are converted humans and Trevakians…all changed to fight for us in rooms like this…just as you will.’ The tone became more determined, ‘But you will be different, we are making troops to now be superior to the Trevakian special soldiers…the Leopards and Panthers…you will be one of those. You will…’
 
   Sam screamed desperately across the room, flying spittle flashing in the bright light, ‘Never! I will never serve or fight for you! I am human…I will never change!’
 
   The figure indicated to his subordinate, a brief laugh before the voice continued, ‘In a moment we will inject micro-organisms and restraining controllers into your ‘human’ brain, you will then only know us as your masters…’The voice hesitated, seeming to show some compassion, ‘We are impressed with your learning and knowledge and have decided not to extinguish this…it is intriguing and an intricate part of you…but you will still serve us and probably eventually die for your new masters. You will revel in the death of our enemies, be urged to end their lives…you will serve us well. The glorious Morgon Empire.’
 
   Sam winced, closing his eyes as the retraining bench slowly began to rise, pain sweeping through his muscles as he struggled pointlessly against the restraints, more drugs sweeping through his system as his eyes glazed beneath the lowering lids. The gravelled voice continued, ‘Now you will see what you have become…a soldier in our army, and one that will tear human and Trevakian flesh apart as we do…’ An armoured hand extended, pointing at the mirrored wall ahead of the prisoner as a low frustrated whine filled the room.
 
   The prisoner glared at the darkened shadow in hatred, his lips pursed in agonising determination, ‘You will never overcome earth…even if you do land, every inch of ground you step upon will be consumed with hatred!’ 
 
   A hoarse laugh filled the chamber, the arm outstretched as the disfigured voice continued, ‘Perhaps you should glance across your new frame before passing judgement…it is us that will dispense more hatred than your pathetic humans can ever imagine…’
 
   Sam eyes flickered, following the pointing hand and staring at the vision before him, his open eyes straining as he looked across the figure he vaguely recognised. His limbs were now gone, replaced by alloy mechanical equivalents, a fighting machine with contorted human central organs. The mechanical arms and legs spiked and high powered, his head shaking in fear as he took in the corrupted sight, the black torso body armour emblazoned with a white skull image. His shape of his head was distorted, metal and electronic devices seared against his skull to translate and control his thoughts. On either side of him, two figures stood confidently, one tall, a white helmet and camouflaged armour covering the muscular frame, the hand lowering from a point. The second figure was shorter, rubber like overalls covering a bent almost contorted body, high powered alloy goggles melted and merged with the scarred and burnt facial and temple skin. His head was adorned with metal, high precision instruments and needles embed through a skull to turn the body into a transformation doctor.
 
   Tears dripped from the prisoner’s eyes as the tall figure stepped away, the voice contorted in a sneer of hatred, ‘Welcome to your new unit…the name chosen from your historical learnings…from your very own mind.’ The figure slowly turned as the doors swept open before it, eyes glowing red in satisfaction, ‘You are now a member of the Silak Black Death Battalion.’ The figure indicated to Sam, ‘Inject him with the final solutions…I want him…and the others ready before daylight.’ The silhouette stepped through the opening into the darkness beyond, the doors on either side closing swiftly as Sam wept uncontrollably, his chest shaking beneath the armour as liquid swirled into his veins.
 
    
 
   In the corridor, the Morgon commander turned to the right, his alloy boots cracking against the metal grooved floor. Lining the outer rim of the black star space station, the conversion rooms extended all around the ship, their occupants coming to terms with their new existences. On the right wall, numerous black armoured troops’ boots slammed together, the crack echoing across the wall, the converted Silaks lining the inner corridor as they saluted formally.
 
   The Morgon commander ran a forked tongue across his scaled lips, his helmet eyes glowing in satisfaction as he marched forward…Warships were no longer needed with these and their own high powered troops…the final slaughter of the remaining defenders on the planet below would soon begin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty Two: Deeper into the Pastarian System
 
    
 
   David Bland stared through the cockpit windows, the blackness of space seeming to fuse with his mind as the small transport craft continued along its crippled trajectory at high speed. Having been flying in a set straight line for nearly twenty four hours, he had become resigned to the idea that they would probably never be found. The Trevakians were now becoming further away by the minute and concentrating on their own survival, not looking for small craft that if even remembered or known as missing, would probably be dismissed as crash landed or destroyed.
 
   He stared up at the distant stars…so peaceful and bright through the deep blackness of space. Smiling to himself, he wondered if lifeforms existed there…if the atmosphere could sustain life…the thoughts now making him smile widely. Some seventy two hours ago, he would not even have considered the idea…grinning, he considered he would now be on the M25 motorway in traffic going home if nothing had happened…now that world had changed and changed for good.
 
   Leaning forward, he stared upwards in awe at a bright star shooting across the heavens, the trail seeming to sparkle across the blackness, the beauty breath taking. He slumped back in the flight seat, his eyes scanning far into the distance as the small transport craft swept forward. Two planets were clearly visible, both well away to either side from the projected flightpath as David smiled further, his ironic sense of humour enjoying the unpredictability of fate. The pilot and he would continue on in their metal hulled coffin, slowly absorbing all the craft’s oxygen supply until they eventually slumped asleep over the controls…never to awaken. In the grand design of life or existence it would not change anything…no one would know or care as the craft swept forward endlessly, eventually hitting something or being found….two anonymous skeletons lying within. 
 
   Rubbing his hand through his matted hair, he pondered what the potential beings that eventually opened the metal coffin would think…developing ideas as to where the two strange skeletons or remains had come from…what had even brought them to this place. David stared back at the stars with tears of futility welling in his eyes, the lights twinkling in the distance, so beautiful yet so deadly and lonely.
 
   Hearing the muffled clanking and hammering from the cargo compartment, he smiled to himself again, the pilot attempting to rectify some of the damage caused and alter the crafts trajectory. He stiffened as some of the lights began to flash across the cockpit, his eyes staring at the strange symbols as his body pushed up from the seat, turning to call the pilot, ‘Come to the cockpit…something it happening!’
 
   David could hear the muffled sigh and muttering under the flyers breath, his tolerance of the human virtually exhausted as the pilot gritted his teeth in irritation, ‘I am busy!’
 
   David shook his head in frustration, the Trevakian’s stubbornness becoming intolerably irritating, his voice rising, ‘Stop piddling about and get in here!’ He stared at the flashing lights, the visual display powering up and beginning to flash.
 
   Shuffling in the rear cargo bay, another sigh and some swearing in a foreign tongue and a helmeted head swept through the centre door, the pilot’s grease covered face glaring at him, ‘What is this piddling? What stupid human word is that?’ The man sighed, ‘We would have been better making an alliance with the enemy…your species are idiots!’
 
   David grimaced, his anger rising as he gestured in frustration at the controls, his voice stern as his face flushed, ‘What do those lights mean then soppy? That the ice cream is defrosting in the rear freezer! They just started flashing…surely it is a sign!’
 
   The pilot’s eyes widened as he glanced across the main control screen, the controls he had switched to standby to control energy usage now powering themselves up automatically. The flyer stared at the controls, seemingly mesmerised as David continued, muttering to himself, ‘Bloody Arrogant Trevakians…come to earth boasting about their superior weaponry and dragging us into a war they are losing…so much for better weapons…’
 
   The man turned slightly, his voice harsh, ‘Shut up you! This is serious…’ He slowly lowered himself into the pilot’s seat as David scowled at him, his teeth gritted, the Trevakian running his hands across the screen instinctively as he drew a deep breath.
 
   David leant forward, staring incredulously at the pilot, ‘Really? You are very rude…there is no need to talk to me like tha…’ His voice tailed off as the pilot raised his hand impatiently for him to be quiet, the Trevakian turning to stare at him, the flyer’s eyes sparkling with excitement.
 
   Slowly the pilot spoke, his words hushed as if conveying a secret, his eyes staring widely at David as adrenalin surged through him, ‘The instruments indicate power surges…there is something out there, probably a ship…and it’s watching us!’ Then his eyes narrowed, becoming almost confused with inquisitiveness, ‘What does this human word soppy mean?’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirty Three: Aftermath
 
    
 
   Admiral Shadian slumped into his seat on the bridge of Alexion One, staring wearily through the viewing window, the command centre illuminated in an intermittent red warning glow. The darkness of space seemed to engulf him, distant flashes continued across the upper atmosphere of Zaxon B as the remaining Trevakian fighters fought desperately against Morgon craft. The outnumbered silver vessels had now withdrawn to fight within the reaches of ground fire and support from the crippled space station.
 
   Glancing at the screen in front of him, he sighed with exhaustion as the numerous red flickering lights indicated the damage alarm systems across his station, his head slowly lowering into his hands.
 
   Across the bridge, the four tired controllers frantically ran their fingers across their screens, closing airlock doors and automating fire control systems as emergency crews desperately ran from one deteriorating situation to another, attempting to seal the stations scorched and perforated hull. 
 
   The fighting continued above, Morgon shock troops attacking on levels 68 to 82 as the Trevakians fought for their lives…and their station’s survival. Engineers were working frantically on a transporter fault, attempting to reconfigure the machine to engage on lower power and by-pass the safety measures. Knowing full well that successful operation of the machine could potentially bring the urgently needed reinforcements to assist the defence of the station and planet below.
 
   Shadian raised his voice in irritation, ‘How long for the transporter?’
 
   The female voice of his second in command shouted back, ‘Perhaps only a few minutes Sir…we will engage when ready…’
 
   The admiral shook his head, ‘Let’s pray that is the case…we have little time left!’
 
   Wary that a figure was now stood before him, the admiral glanced up, his tired red eyes taking in the dust covered light blue uniform of one of his intelligence officers, the man clearly on edge. The commander’s eyes widened slowly, forcing a smile as he stared at the soldier, indicating for him to talk.
 
   The young intelligence officer saluted wearily, his fist rising to his chest, dark lines under his eyes, ‘Sir…we have resumed our covert listening to the enemies communications…most of our systems are damaged or off line, but we have intercepted one Morgon message.’
 
   Admiral Shadian nodded slowly and warily, seeing the officer before him was concerned, his voice croaking, ‘One message only? Go ahead…it can’t get any worse…’
 
   The man stiffened, raising his hand to his earpiece, ‘We are disseminating it now, but we have the first part of the communication already.’ He turned slightly to the side, his tone low, ‘Give me the contents we have translated so far please.’ The intelligence officer nodded as the voice spoke in his ear, his face becoming grave as he turned back to face the station’s expectant commander, ‘Sir, the enemy communication code has been broken…which is strange as they usually use a more complex signal…I think we were meant to break their code, to know what they are doing…’
 
   The commander shook his head in frustration, ‘They are playing with us then…what is the message?’
 
   The intelligence officer gritted his teeth, ‘The Morgon’s have sent what we believe to be activation codes through their covert channels. It’s source is near, they have a cloaked command station in the vicinity which we cannot locate. The covert transmission method they have used is old, something we have not seen for some time, but still universal to their forces on all planets…their receiving operators should all understand the signals.’
 
   Admiral Shadian pursed his lips irritation, ‘Did you get a directional heading on the communication or is it a general release? Please tell me they do not have any more forces on Zaxon B…they already outnumber us by probably over four to one…’
 
   The intelligence officer glanced across the bridge, his eyes moistening with emotion, biting his lower lip, ‘Sir, I have to report the directional targeting of this communication was far out of this galaxy…perhaps the simplicity was used to ensure the integrity of the message…the target was across the next galaxy and will be received by most of their forces in this one...’ He sighed, shaking his head in despondency, his eyes lowered, ‘The message was sent towards a planet called Earth…the home of our new human allies…’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    Thank you for reading this book, I hope you enjoyed the experience as much as I did writing it.
 
    
 
   Please investigate the following adventures currently available or in production/planned from the author:
 
   World War Two (historically accurate with fictional characters):
 
   Bloody Iced Bullet                                          Bloody Rattenkrieg                                          Bloody Kessel                                                                               Bloody Stalingrad (Trilogy)
 
   Bloody Kharkov                                                        Bloody Kursk                                                        Bloody Italien                                                                               Bloody 1943 (Trilogy)
 
   Bloody Normandie                                          Bloody Falaise                                                        Bloody Aachen
 
   Science Fiction:
 
   The Last Marine in the Galaxy                  The Red Leopards of Zaxon B                    Galaxies Collide: First Contact
 
   Planet Genocide I                                Zaxon B: The Final Struggle                            Planet Genocide II
 
   Fantasy:
 
   Army of the Skeletal Prince                  Blades of the Undead
 
   Crime Drama (Action and Dark Humour):
 
   Bloodied Hunger                                Bloodied Insurgents                            Bloodied London I
 
   Bloodied Intoxication                             The Man behind the Smile              The Hong Kong Scotsman
 
   Historical Drama (Adventure and Romance):
 
   The Last Highlanders                                 Voyage of the Highlander              
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Plot Sequels
 
    
 
   With the desperate battle for Zaxon B continuing, the military struggle and initiative across the galaxies seem to slipping from the Trevakian’s grasp. With two Morgon warships now leaving the stricken planet, Alexion One has discovered the primitive activation codes passing them in space are heading for the location of human earth…Planet Genocide I continues the story as earth frantically tries to re-arm and join the galactic struggle before the momentum shifts irretrievably in the Morgon’s favour. Time is running out…
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